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Preface
Liberal Catholics: Damnable Heretics
or More Catholic Than the Pope?

STEPHEN COLBERT: I still go to church, and my children are being raised in the
Catholic Church. I was actually my daughter's catechist last year for first communion,
which was a great opportunity to speak very simply and plainly about your faith without
anybody saying, "Yeah, but do you believe that stuff?" which happens a lot in what I do.
TERRY GROSS: How do you deal with contradictions between the Church and the
way you live your life? Which is something that a lot of people in the Catholic Church
have to deal with.
COLBERT: Well, sure, that's the hallmark of an American Catholic is the individuation of America and the homogenation of the Church in terms of dogma. I love my
church. I don't think that it actually makes zombies or unquestioning people. I think
it is actually a church that values intellectualism. But, certainly, it can become very
dogmatically rigid. Somebody once asked me, "How do you be a father . .. and be antiauthoritarian?" And I said, 'That's not nearly as hard as being anti-authoritarian and
being a Roman Catholic. That's really patting your head and rubbing your belly at the
same time! I don't know. I don't believe that I can't disagree with my church."
-Fresh Air: Stars: Terry Gross Interviews 11 Stars of Stage and Screen, February 1,
2007

CONAN O'BRIEN· We've actually never talked about this, but you had a very strict
Catholic upbringing.
MICHAEL MOORE: Yeah, that's true. My parents are good Irish Catholics.
O'BRIEN· Mine too. I grew up in a large family, Irish Catholic-pretty serious Irish
Catholic.
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MOORE: I just got married a couple of years ago and had a big Catholic wedding. It
was great. You know, there's many good things about chat upbringing, as I'm sure you
would agree.
O'BRIEN [shakes head "no" and scowls] Uh-um.
MOORE: [laughs]

O'BRIEN· [also laughs] Yes, there are! Yes, there are. There are some good things about
it.
MOORE: There are values about how to treat people, and chose are really important
things.
-Late Night with Conan O'Brien, September 20, 1995

Under the leadership of Pope John XXIII and Pope Paul VI, the Roman Catholic
Church went through a period of liberal reform during the years of the Second Vatican Council, but the substance of those reforms has been gradually reversed in the
decades since. The Church became notably more conservative under the leadership
of Pope John Paul II and has moved even more sharply to the ideological right due to
the brief but transformative pontificate of Benedict XVI. Roman Catholics who had
embraced the spirit of Vatican II and liberation rheology have found themselves in a
state of crisis over the transformation in religious, political, and economic thinking
of Church leadership in recent years, and have been accused of being bad Catholics if
they deign to vote for a progressive political candidate in a local or national election.
Indeed, more liberal Catholics have found themselves feeling betrayed, religiously
adrift, and accused of heresy if they break with Church teachings on homosexuality,
birth control, abortion, divorce, and women's ordination. This book is about how
these progressive Catholics are correct to be frustrated, and how they face a possible
stark choice of either staying with the Church and trying to reform it from within
or leaving the institution altogether. Or is there a middle ground? And what lessons
might be learned from subversive Catholic theologians, activists, literary figures, and
filmmakers of the past? How did they deal with their own conflicts between their
personal beliefs and the official teachings of the Church? Can their strategies be
adapted and re-created today? Should their strategies be adopted today?
Essays in this volume deal with issues related to the spiritual and political authority of the Roman Catholic Church, liberal Catholics, liberation rheology, Church
corruption, prominent fictional Catholics, fictional representations of Catholics as
frightening immigrant figures, the question of abolishing Catholicism, and other
related Catholic themes. This book is concerned with the extent to which it is possible for a modern-day person to continue to be an active member of the Roman
Catholic Church despite the Church's continual advocacy of conservative politics, its
troubling treatment of women-be they nuns or laity, Catholics or non-Catholics,
and its role in persecuting homosexuality and perpetuating and covering up sex
abuse committed by active members of the clergy.
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THE PERSONAL MOTIVATING FORCE BEHIND THIS BOOK
The 1994 film Priest is not only about two visions of God but also about two kinds
of priests-a gay conservative priest and a straight liberal priest. The film provoked
a storm of controversy because both men break their vows of celibacy during the
course of the film and the Church sends only the gay priest into exile. Still more
shocking, while in the confessional, the conservative priest learns that a neighborhood parent is molesting his own daughter but the priest keeps the incest secret
because the Church has strict rules preventing sins revealed during Confession from
being made public. When one considers the two storylines side-by-side, one can see
how it might have seemed like an exploitation film (akin to "nunsploitation") upon
its release, but that it can be reassessed today as remarkably prescient in light of the
seemingly endless stream of Catholic sex abuse criminal cases that have come to light
in the media.
Still, in 1994 most of the anger directed at Priest stemmed from the fact that it
was released by Miramax, a subsidiary of the Walt Disney Company, and featured
several passionate gay love scenes. Enraged religious groups boycotted Disney products in a significant public outcry. Indeed, when Miramax producers Harvey and
Bob Weinstein planned to release their next controversial film about Catholicism,

Liberal Roman Catholic priest Fr. Matthew Thomas (left, Tom Wilkinson), clashes with
his newly assigned colleague, the conservative Fr. Greg Pilkington (right, Linus Roache)
in Priest (1994), written by Jimmy McGovern and directed by Antonia Bird.
Miramax Films

xii

Preface

Dogma (1999), they took pains to distance the film from the broader Walt Disney
Company and shelter the parent company from similar protests.
I saw Priest recently because of its first-rate cast and because the writer, Jimmy
McGovern, wrote one of my favorite television shows, Cracker (1993-1996, 2006).
(By the way, Cracker is a deeply intellectual, religious, and political crime series
about lapsed Catholic criminal psychologist Eddie Fitzgerald [Robbie Coltrane]
that clearly influenced Christopher Nolan's Dark Knight trilogy.) Although I have a
film aficionado's appreciation of the movie's daring and beautiful love scenes, what
really interests me, on a personal level, is the fact that, theologically, I resembled
the conservative priest when I was younger and I resemble the liberal priest now.
Two signature scenes of the film involve brief homilies given by the starkly different
priests that demonstrate their polar opposite attitudes toward sin. Both homilies
resonated deeply with me.
When he first arrives at his new Liverpool parish, the conservative Fr. Greg Pilkington (Linus Roache) tells his flock that he believes that people should take responsibility for their own sins-their alcoholism, gambling, and violent acts-and stop
using society as a scapegoat. When one blames society, one abdicates all responsibility to change one's life, he argues. Afterwards, Fr. Greg's new colleague, the liberal Fr.
Matthew Thomas (Tom Wilkinson), says that he thought the sermon was offensive.
Not long afterwards, Fr. Matthew gives his response sermon:
The creation of mankind only started on the sixth day. It hasn't stopped yet. We're taller
than we were a thousand years ago. We're fitter, faster. We live longer. We're better educated. More informed. So, Creation ... is an ongoing process. And if you interfere with
it, aren't you spitting in the face of God? If you exploit your work force, don't you spit
in the face of God? If you kill and maim, throw people out of their homes, turn your
back on the elderly, if you shut down schools and hospitals, force people out on the dole
... in fact, if you do anything to prevent one single human being reaching their full
potential, aren't you interfering in Creation and spitting in the face of God? Thar's what
I believe. That's my truth. That's what made me become a priest, and makes me remain
a priest. The peace of the Lord be with you always.

Fr. Greg is enraged by Fr. Matthew's sermon, calling it a political speech on behalf
of Britain's Labour Party. For Fr. Greg, the homily was a betrayal of Christian values
and a gratuitous swipe at the social and economic policies of world leaders such as
Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. Fr. Matthew defends himself by saying that
there are two kinds of sin, personal and social, and that the modern-day Church is
preoccupied with the personal and not enough with the social. Fr. Greg shouts back
that "There's just sin" and demands that Fr. Matthew stop being political and watering down standards of morality in the church, both with his leftist homilies and his
live-in girlfriend.
I'm sympathetic with both men, and there is truth in what they both say. Fr.
Matthew was being political, but religion is inherently political, and his message
was in line with the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount. Where Fr. Greg is being
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disingenuous is in his insistence that his homily was pure, authentic Catholicism
and Fr. Matthew's homily was "political." No, the political ramifications of Fr. Greg's
sermon are conservative and straight out of Ayn Rand. Look to yourself. Improve
yourself. Stop blaming other people and looking for handouts. A sermon doesn't
get any more political, only Fr. Greg thinks that he's being a real Catholic and Fr.
Matthew a fake one. Interestingly, the distinction between personal and social sin
is exactly the distinction make by progressive theologian Marcus Borg in his book
Speaking Christian (2011), and he would declare Fr. Matthew perfectly right in this
case-authentic Christianity is more about social sin than personal sin. Thatcher's
social, economic, and military policies affected life for legions inside and outside of
her home country. An unemployed Liverpool alcoholic's sins are not on the same
global or spiritual scale.
Fr. Greg is blind to his own political bias and thinks that he represents apolitical
thinking, truth, and living life on an even keel. But conservatives like him (and like
I was as a teenager) are always making this mistake out of hubris. Thanks to our corporatized mass media, we live in an age of dumbed-down national discourse, where
a judge who makes decisions that bolster civil rights causes is an "activist judge" and
a judge that pushes for corporate personhood and repealing every law ever passed by
a Democratic president is a strict constructionist constitutional judge and, therefore,
apolitical. We see that every high school civics teacher or college professor who discusses slavery, the fate of the Native Americans, McCarthyism, the deism of certain
Founding Fathers, or the Kent State shootings is a revisionist historian, while those
parents' groups and conservative think-tanks advocating the removal of all mention
of these ideas from educational texts deem themselves patriotic, apolitical Americans.
Furthermore, many Christian conservatives ask, "What could be political about
believing in maintaining fiscal responsibility and practical austerity measures in a
time of enormous national debt by cutting funds only to education, the arts, health
care, the post office, and social programs?"
Assuming for the moment these Christians are right and that such views are
apolitical, then, in contrast, Roman Catholic comedian Stephen Colbert is not being
a good Christian, but merely political and yet another preachy liberal when he says
the following: "If this is going to be a Christian nation that doesn't help the poor,
either we have to pretend that Jesus was just as selfish as we are, or we have got to
acknowledge that He commanded us to love the poor and serve the needy without
condition and then admit that we just don't want to do it." 1 Colbert's condemnation
of conservative Christian economics is apt.
"Of course," conservative Christians would go on to say, "the money we've saved
by gutting 'entitlement' programs can now be poured into our military and fund
invasions of Iran and China because those countries are scary and we need their
natural resources. But how is any of this political? It is just being a good American
and a good Christian!"
Here's an apt condemnation of conservative Christian militarism from yet another
stand-up comedian, Maria Bamford: "My mom .. . is a really religious woman. I
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really totally respect her and everything. She is a wonderful person .... She's also very
pro war! 'Cuz that's what Jesus would do! Smoke 'em out of their holes like the gentle
carpenter! He only turns the other cheek to grab another can of whup ass" (Burning
Bridges Tour recording).
In recent years, stand-up comedians like Bamford, Patton Oswalt, Bill Hicks,
Lewis Black, Sarah Silverman, Tina Fey, Jon Stewart, Dave Chappelle, and Ricky
Gervais have been among the few figures remaining in popular culture who can express irony and literate opinions in a public forum. They are often afforded greater
respect than those masquerading as journalists these days because the stand-up
comedians are the funny truth-tellers and the reporters are the propagandists and
corporate shills.
Of course, when I was younger, the very people I am praising now for their social
and religious insight were those same sort of people who enflamed my righteous
indignation. After all, I was once a conservative Catholic who was conditioned by
his parish priest to believe that all real Catholics were conservative Republicans and
any Catholic of a liberal political bent who dared to vote for a pro-choice Democrat
for elected office should be excommunicated. This is the sort of notion that seems
to be embraced these days by Roman Catholics in elected office, whose entrenched
dealings with members of the Democratic Parry border on the infamous, as their
political obstructivism seems as much religiously as politically motivated. After all,
John Boehner, Paul Ryan, and Rick Santorum work for God, so they must, therefore,
always be on the side of the angels and must virtually never compromise with the
godless parry across the aisle.
While I would like to think that there is still a place in the Roman Catholic
Church for me (and for people like me), I have long known that I am exactly the sort
of person Church leaders such as Pope Benedict XVI want out of their clubhouse.
I would never survive a "purification" purge if the litmus test is how conservative a
Catholic I am using Pope John Paul II's Catechism of the Catholic Church as a barometer. Even though I knew that Pope Benedict was always considered "a transition
pope" because of his advanced age, I also knew that his brief tenure as pope did not
prevent him from instituting sweeping changes in how the Church is run-few, if
any, to the better, in my humble opinion. I also knew that there was little chance that
Benedict's successor would make me feel any more at home than he did. This left the
burning question: how long should I stay affiliated with an organization that didn't
want me to be a part of it? And, if the organization is as corrupt and damaging as
its detractors suggest, then why would I even want to be a part of it to begin with?
Well, ask me on any given day and I can give you any number of answers. The
short answer, for now, is "I don't know." If I do, ultimately, decide to stay a Roman
Catholic, it will have more to do with my mother, my wonderful Aunt Doris, J. R.
R. Tolkien, Oscar Wilde, Thomas Merton, and my friends and mentors Ronald B.
Herzman and Mike Shugrue than it will any pope or his deeply troubling and unChrist-like actions and decrees.
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In any event, as I was placing the finishing touches upon this book, something
interesting happened.
Pope Benedict resigned.
The unexpected resignation, which was ostensibly due to Benedict's advanced age
and health, provoked a strong reaction from Catholic progressives in both the clergy
and laity who had hoped that his successor would be a reformer equally committed
to coming clean about the Church's role in the sex abuse scandals, reforming and
reconsidering its actions related to the scandals, and advocating more progressive
politics and theology within and outside of Catholicism. One thoughtful, sensitive
reaction came from an unexpected source-film critic and cultural commentator
Roger Ebert. "How I am a Roman Catholic" (March 1, 2013) is one of the last blog
entries Ebert composed before his death on April 4, 2013. Sympathetic to a pope he
saw as beleaguered, Ebert described how his Catholic childhood shaped his liberal
views on social issues, his love ofliterature and film, and his discomfort with how the
Republican Party has laid claim to Christianity. Among the most notable revelations
in the essay is that Ebert is more culturally Catholic than spiritually Catholic, as he
does not believe in God, and that he is philosophically pro-life and against abortion
even in the cases of rape and incest, but he does not believe that banning abortion
is a viable option.
Other assessments of Benedict in the media-both mainstream and independent-were more critical of him than Ebert. On February 28, 2013, the day of
Benedict's resignation, Democracy NOW! broadcast Amy Goodman's interview with
Matthew Fox, a former Dominican priest who was banned from teaching theology
in 1988 by Benedict (then still Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger) and later expelled from
the order. Now an Anglican and founder of University of Creation Spirituality, Fox
has been a frequent and harsh critic of Benedict, suggesting archly that the former
pope felt sickly and tired and needed to retire because it takes a lot of energy to cover
up so much crime within the church and to be so morally bankrupt. Fox, author
of the book The Pope's War: Why Ratzinger's Secret Crusade Has Imperiled the Church
and How It Can Be Saved (2012), made many stark claims about the extent of the
corruption within the Church while being interviewed by Goodman. He said:
... history and cheerleading of popes, what I call papolacry, will not cover up the faces.
This has been the most sordid 42 years of Catholic history since the Borgias .... I chink
it's really about ending chat Church as we know it. I chink Protestantism, too, needs a
reboot. I think all of Christianity can get back more to the teachings of Jesus, a revolutionary around love and justice ..... And chat's why there's been such fierce resistance
all along from the right wing. The CIA has been involved in, especially with Pope John
Paul II, the decimation of liberation theology all over South America, the replacing
of these heroic leaders, including bishops and cardinals, with Opus Dei cardinals and
bishops, who are. . . . frankly [members of] a fascist organization . . .. [Opus Dei] is
. .. all about obedience. It's not about ideas or theology. They haven't produced one
theologian in 40 years. They produce canon lawyers and people who infiltrate where the
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power is, whether it's the media, the Supreme Court or the FBI, the CIA, and finance,
especially in Europe.

Although Fox is not someone inclined to be objective on the subject of Benedict,
the fact remains that the former Catholic raises two important questions: 1) has the
Roman Catholic Church been so corrupt throughout its history that it has lost its
right to speak on behalf ofJesus of Nazareth? and 2) should the Church be abolished
immediately, before it commits still more outrageous acts in the name of a God it no
longer truly represents or serves? Current, observant Roman Catholics avoid asking
themselves such difficult questions at their peril. The substance of Fox's message, and
his warning, has given me much food for thought. Certainly, Fox's belief that all of
Christianity needs to "reboot" to realign with Jesus's original message of peace on
earth is one that I am sympathetic with. In fact, it is the same premise underpinning
the previous book on religion and cultural studies that I edited, Godly Heretics: Essays
on Alternative Christianity in Literature and Popular Culture (2013). That text examines how great thinkers of the past, including Thomas Jefferson, Charles Dickens,
Walt Whitman, Friedrich Nietzsche, Leo Tolstoy, and George Bernard Shaw believed
that the original, humanitarian spirit of Jesus could be recaptured by a renewed and
reinvented Christianity.
Fox was not the only commentator on Benedict's legacy to insist that it was time
for the Church to renew and reinvent itself. A few months before his stinging interview was broadcast, another divisive interview-this one with former Archbishop
of Milan, Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini-was made public in Milan's leading
newspaper Corriere della Sera. The late Martini reportedly asked that the interview
be published posthumously, presumably because he had the temerity to suggest that
the Church was "200 years out of date." He observed that, "Our culture has aged,
our churches are big and empty and the church bureaucracy rises up, our rituals and
our cassocks are pompous. The Church must admit its mistakes and begin a radical
change, starting from the Pope and the bishops. The pedophilia scandals oblige us
to take a journey of transformation" (Day 2012).
Not long after Benedict's resignation, a new pope was named whose election
would likely have been a disappointment to Fox and Martini. Though he has a populist streak, claimed he didn't want to be pope, and suggested that atheists may find a
place in heaven, the newly enthroned Pope Francis I has cryptically spoken of seeking to crush a gay lobby within the Vatican and has been seen as more of a spiritual
reformer of the Church than a practical one open to doing a real "house-cleaning"
of sex abuse cover-up perpetrators. A TIME Magazine papal ordination commemorative issue, "Pope For a New World: Pope Francis" (2013) includes a number of
articles critical of the former Jorge Mario Bergoglio's political past, his gender, and
a prediction that he will have a hard time reaching mostly independent-minded
American Catholics. Some voices raised in the special issue strike a more positive
note, such as essayists who are pleased that a Jesuit has finally become pope and
that Bergoglio is the first pope to choose the name Francis. (These articles include
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"Argentina's Dirty War" by Uki Gofi.i, "The Life of a Jesuit" by Fr. James Martin,
"Women Have Waited Long Enough" by Sr. Florence Deacon, and "America's Restless Flock" by Tim Padgett.)
While the tone of several of contributions mirror criticism published elsewhere
that the new pope is already disappointingly conservative, Pope Francis won some
left-leaning friends by attacking the social and economic consequences of unchained,
unregulated capitalism throughout the world. As "Washington Times journalist Cheryl
K. Chumley reported on May 22, 2013, Pope Francis has begun his tenure by urging a global move away from material gain and toward charity. Lambasting the
"dictatorship of the economy" and the "cult of money," Francis observed that, "A
savage capitalism has taught the logic of profit at any cost, of giving in order to get,
of exploitation without thinking of people ... and we see the results in the crisis we
are experiencing" (Chumley 2013).
The speech, along with others he has made since becoming pope, suggests that
Pope Francis is not as much a reformer as he was hoped to be, but that he may be
more of a reformer than I expected him to be.
It may be too soon to tell.
But was the pope being an authentic Catholic by criticizing austerity economics
and "savage," unregulated capitalism, or was he merely being political?
This is the question, broadly applied, that concerns me: Where does politics end
and where does authentic Christianity-and authentic Catholicism - begin?
This book was inspired, in part, by my realization that I was very, very wrong
to believe that only conservative Catholics are real Catholics and that my parish
priest was wrong to try to brainwash me into believing that permanently. That is
the inspiration for my commissioning this anthology, but there is, of course, more
to the book than that. Despite how topical these issues are-especially in light of
the current, headline-making conflict between a segment of liberal American nuns
(Sister Simone Campbell and the Nuns on the Bus) and popes Benedict XVI and
Francis I over birth control, homosexuality, poverty, and President Obama's healthcare overhaul-they are also nothing new. While some conservative Catholics find
the notion that Michael Moore considers himself Catholic alternatively hilarious,
offensive, and hypocritical, Moore is not the first liberal Catholic who was greeted
with jeers and accusations of dishonesty. Indeed, intellectual and progressive Catholics throughout history have garnered similar treatment. There is a long and august
history of progressive Catholics that is not often examined, and this book deals with
some of those key figures in literature, history, and popular culture, from the age of
Dante up until the present day, with Kevin Smith, the writer-director of the perennially controversial films Chasing Amy, Dogma, and Red State. Among the Catholic
iconoclasts examined in this book are Thomas Merton, Madonna Ciccone, Galileo,
Graham Greene, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Evelyn Waugh and fictional Catholics
Michael Corleone and Rosemary Woodhouse.
This book is not an "orthodox" Catholic book but was written in the spirit of
historians and cultural critics, such as Marina Warner, Katherine Brown Downey,
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Frederick S. Roden, Maria LaMonaca (a.k.a. Maria Wisdom), Darren Middleton,
Garry Wills, Mary Gordon, and Ruth Vanita. It is also in the spirit of writings,
speeches, and arguments made by Catholics who have written liberation theology
tracts, as well as by notable Catholics, past and present, who are known outside of
academia and the Church, such as Andrew Greeley and James Alison and the late
Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton. There have been at least two books that deal
with similar themes on a broad canvas, including the female-centric text The Catholic
Church and Unruly Women Writers (2007) edited by Jeana Del Rosso, Leigh Eicke,
and Ana Kothe, and the exclusively British-literature-concerned book The Pen and
the Cross: Catholicism and English Literature 1850-2000 (2010) by Richard Griffiths.
A memoir written from a similar perspective worth noting is Radical Reinvention: An
Unlikely Return to the Catholic Church (2012) by Kaya Oakes. Mary Jeremy Daigler's
Incompatible with God's Design: A History of the Women's Ordination Movement in the
US. Roman Catholic Church (2012) is exactly what the title suggests it is, and should
be of interest to almost anyone reading this book.
The number of books being released this year alone- by the publisher of this book
alone-on the subject of Roman Catholicism in the 21st century evidences that the
past and future of the Catholic Church has generated much contemporary scholarly interest. As of my writing this, I have learned of the future releases of Why the
Catholic Church Must Change: A Necessary Conversation (2013) by Margaret Nutting
Ralph; American Catholics in Transition (2013) by William V D'Antonio, Michele
Dillon and Mary L. Gautier, and Religion, Politics, and Polarization: How Religiopolitical Conflict Is Changing Congress and American Democracy (2013) by William V
D'Antonio, Steven A. Tuch and Josiah R. Baker.
The nature of the Catholic sex abuse cases, how long they have gone on, how
damaging they have been to people's lives, and how systemic the corruption and
cover-ups have been within the church are dealt with in a number of notable books
and films. Books on the subject include Boys of the Cloth: The Accidental Role of
Church Reforms in Causing and Curbing Abuse by Priests (2012) by Vincent J. Miles
and Sex, Priests, and Secret Codes: The Catholic Church's 2,000 Year Paper Trail of
Sexual Abuse (2006) by Thomas P. Doyle, A.WR. and Patrick J. Wall. Three documentary films about the abuse cases include Mea Maxima Culpa: Silence in the House
of God (2012) directed by Alex Gibney, Deliver Us from Evil (2006) directed by Amy
J. Berg, and Twist ofFaith (2004) directed by Kirby Dick. A television drama called
Our Fathers, directed by Dan Curtis and starring Ted Danson, Christopher Plummer, and Brian Dennehy, was released in 2005.
In addition to books on Catholic history, politics, and sociology, there have been a
number of books published in recent years concerned with the Catholic theological
tradition in literature and popular culture. There have been books written about individual Catholic writers and the extent to which their religious beliefs are orthodox.
The collection Dante and the Unorthodox (2005), edited by James Miller, examines
Dante's anticlericalism, female prophet figures, and the pagans that he places in
heaven in the Commedia (one of whom, ultimately, may be Virgil, should Beatrice's
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prayer on his behalf be heeded). Dante and the Unorthodox also deals heavily with
the writings ofT. S. Eliot, which is why he is not covered in this text. A similar book
has been written about the influence of the Wycliffite heresy on Chaucer and his
contemporaries: Andrew Cole's Literature and Heresy in the Age of Chaucer (2008).
This book's inclusion of American texts differentiates it from Griffiths's survey,
though there is a striking interest in British authors in these pages as well, primarily
because my two main fields of research interest are film and British literature. The
focus on predominantly male subversive thinkers demonstrates that not all male
Catholics are establishment, pro-patriarchal figures. It also complements the work
done by Del Rosso, Eicke, and Kothe, who focus on female subversive Catholics.
In other respects, this is a fairly groundbreaking text. There are no others that I am
aware of that deal with works of both literature and popular culture specifically
through the lens of Roman Catholic heresy, orthodoxy, liberation theology, and
progressive politics. In focusing on Catholicism in particular, the book benefits
from a focus that other books lack because they are more generally focused on
"Christianity," or "progressive" versus "fundamentalist" Christians, in such broad
strokes that the resulting argument is overly nebulous, generalized, and compromised. The question this book asks is: What are the possibilities for Catholic
faith and thought suggested by contemporary Catholic fiction? And how are these
questions raised in a contemporary context similar to those asked by Catholics for
hundreds of years?
While many anthology owners cherry-pick which essays they read based on the
table of contents, or read the chapters out of order, I have placed these chapters in a
deliberate order that would reward the reader who begins at the beginning and reads
through the entire text.
The book is divided into three sections. Part I, Cafeteria Catholics vs. Orthodox
Catholics: Literary Models of Roman Catholicism, includes essays from literature
professors whose views of subversive Catholicism are informed by their readings
of classic European literature, including works by Dante, Graham Greene, Oscar
Wilde, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and Evelyn Waugh. Part II, Catholicism and the
American Culture \Vtirs, includes essays by historians, sociologists, and film specialists
about how key figures in the public eye-from Catholic political activist Dorothy
Day to controversial filmmaker Kevin Smith-have been at the center of the debate
between what social values a Roman Catholic should be "allowed" to have and promote. Part Ill, A Roadmap for Reform, includes one essay by Dan Wood. A coda for
the book, "Roma Locuta Est, Causa Finita Est: Power, Discursivity, and the Roman
Catholic Hierarchy," considers how progressives might work to actively change the
structure of the Church instead of merely waiting and hoping for a more progressive
pope to come to power and change the Church for them.
The introduction to the book, "Meeting Madonna and C. S. Lewis Again, for the
First Time," is simultaneously a discussion of the intersection of politics and religion,
a personal essay about my transformation from conservative to liberal Christian, and
a cultural studies examination of the five radically different Christians who most
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influenced my religious transformation: Marcus Borg, Dante, Galileo, C. S. Lewis,
and Madonna Ciccone.
In the first essay, "Dante: Cafeteria Catholic?," Ronald B. Herzman explores how
Dante Aligheri has come to be regarded as the most orthodox of Catholic thinkers
despite his frequently unorthodox religious views and penchant for placing popes
and Franciscan friars in hell in The Divine Comedy (a.k.a. the Commedia). Herzman
posits that Dante is actually a far more revolutionary thinker than his reputation
suggests and argues that many contemporary priests, the former Pope Benedict
included, might be very relieved that Dante isn't alive today to condemn them to
perdition in a twenty-first-century follow-up to his Inferno.
Darren Middleton's "Graham Greene, Believing Skeptic" explores the theological
convictions of the author of Brighton Rock and The End ofthe Affair. Greene's beliefs
were always evolving, but Middleton sees him as a member of "the tribe of Thomas"
because he probed the religious assumptions of his day and yet still professed faith in
the divine. Middleton examines Greene's contemporary relevance, his understanding of doubt's relationship to faith, and his troubling images of God in his writing.
In "Wild(e) Religion: The Legacy of Oscar Wilde for Queer Theology," Frederick
Roden examines how conservative Catholics have recently attempted to lay claim to
the legacy of Oscar Wilde, embracing him as a repentant, chastened queer figure.
This move, understandable in light of the Church sex scandals and recent strides
made by the gay rights movement in marriage equality, is troubling to Roden, who
sees Wilde as representing a very different-and far more progressive and subversive-legacy for Catholics and members of the LGBTQ community.
Kathryn Inskeep's essay, "Queering the Eucharist: Gerard Manley Hopkins's 'The
Blessed Virgin,"' explores how the devoutly religious poet imposed nineteenth-century anxieties about gender upon the medieval Eucharist, making the body of Christ
the site for sexual and sacramental desire. According to Inskeep, this desire is assuaged
by the poet's subversive process of queering of the Eucharist that involves not only the
feminization of-and consumption of-Christ's flesh but also the poet's supplanting
Christ in the virginal Mary's womb. In this respect, Hopkins, a figure who is often respected by members of traditional, establishment Catholicism, shows a revolutionary
way of viewing the Eucharist while ostensibly occupying a traditional position within
the Church hierarchy as a celibate, possibly closeted homosexual, priest.
Adam DeVille's "Holy Fools in Waugh's Brideshead Revisited and Helena" explores
the unexpected appearance of the Eastern European figure of the holy fool, or iurodivyi, in Evelyn Waugh's novels. DeVille demonstrates that the inscrutable characters
Sebastian Flyte and dowager empress Helena of Rome are holy fools who manifest a
pedagogical foolishness that teaches others that the mystery of life in Christ cannot
be captured by the categories of modern rationality or reduced to the conventions
of bourgeois respectability. Indeed, Christ is endlessly unpredictable and filled with
an unfathomable love that is often comprehensible to only the most childlike and
uncomplicated of minds. The essay shows how Waugh, sometimes considered a
stodgy, "old school" Catholic, drew religious inspiration from outside the Roman
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Catholic Church and focused on some of the more subversive-if not, strictly speaking, overtly "political"-aspects of the image of the holy fool.
In "Chasing Amy, Dogma, and Red State: How Kevin Smith's Spirituality Speaks
to Generation X," John Kenneth Muir examines Smith's trilogy of iconoclastic,
religious-themed films. Muir sees these three films as products of a liberal Catholic
writer-director whose rebellious perspective and narrative edginess helps make theology palatable and relevant to the lives of members of his disaffected generation.
Kate Henley Averett's "The Catholic Worker Ethic and the Spirit of Marxism"
is an examination of Dorothy Day's attempts to blend the sensibilities of Marxism
with Roman Catholicism, eschewing Marxism's adherence to atheist doctrines and
calls for violent revolution and authoritarianism. Although conservative Catholics
have seen the merging of Marxism and Catholicism as improbable, if not impossible, Day argued that it is, in fact, harder to reconcile Christianity to capitalism. In
her writings, she demonstrates how capitalism is, in essence, an evil philosophy that
promotes endless conflict, atheism, emotional isolation, hatred between peoples,
institutionalized oppression, and thievery.
Thomas Aiello's "Rosemary's Baby and Cold War Catholicism" compares Maria
Monk's 1836 anti-Catholic book Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu Nunnery of
Montreal to Ira Levin's 1967 best-selling horror novel. Both books are informed by
Gothic genre tropes and have surprisingly similar plots, but they are notable in their
portrayal of the root of the evil infiltrating and eroding the bedrock of American society; the early nineteenth-century secret evildoers were Catholic immigrants, while
the late twentieth-century secret evildoers were Satanists who served as symbolic
stand-ins for atheists and communists. In comparing these texts, Aiello demonstrates
how, during the Cold War, Protestant America mitigated its formerly hostile attitude
toward Catholics, choosing instead to regard members of the problematic Christian
sect as unlikely allies against the godless Red horde. In this way, Catholics-who
were once considered dangerously "unruly" immigrant figures-were granted status
as legitimate, "white" Americans because they were less "scary" than the more "communistic" Asian and Eastern European immigrants who followed them.
"The Tragedy of Power in The Godfather and Star Wtzrs" by Douglas Williams
considers how both film sagas are morality plays concerning Darth Vader's and
Michael Corleone's improper use of wealth and power. Williams sees the corruption
of both characters as a warning to American patriarchs and oligarchs who jealousy
guard their wealth and political influence instead of thinking of the welfare of all
Americans-and the welfare of all of the peoples of the world. Drawing upon additional works by Mark Twain, Benjamin Franklin, and Andrew Carnegie, Williams
uses these nine films as a vehicle to ask "the greatest moral question of our age: 'What
is one's duty to others beyond one's self or one's family?"' In focusing on Michael
Corleone, this essay considers one of the most famous fictional representations of
a Roman Catholic antihero in American culture, and is especially concerned with
Michael's attempts to redeem himself through confessing his sins to a saintly pope
trapped within an otherwise corrupt Church.
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Dan Wood offers a roadmap for reforming the Church in his essay, "Roma Locuta
Est, Causa Finita Est: Power, Discursivity, and the Roman Catholic Hierarchy." Employing feminist theory and the social and literary theories of Michel Foucault to
the problems of Church authority, corruption, and alienation from its own followers,
Wood argues that Catholics should not wait and hope for a progressive pope to appear once more but take collective action to reform the Church now.
Together, these interdisciplinary essays confront some of the most pressing, most
controversial issues facing contemporary American Catholics. They offer examples
of how poets, authors, philosophers, theologians, artists, novelists, and filmmakers of
this generation, and of generations previous, have confronted similar issues in their
own times and-in some instances-provided possible models for how Catholics
can respond to the Catholic Church of the present day. Can a modern-day Catholic
be, like Dante, simultaneously a Cafeteria Catholic and more Catholic than the
pope, as Herzman argues? On the other hand, would the wisest of modern-day
Catholics be the ones who decide, ultimately, that the religion is not worth trying to
salvage, and that it should be abolished, as Fox believes? Should modern Catholics
behave, ostensibly, as orthodox Catholics above reproach from conservative forces
but hide secret desires that clash with the teachings of the establishment Church, as
Hopkins does? Or should they actively, vocally strive to reform their religion in the
present day and save the Roman Catholic Church from itself? Such questions are
raised in these pages, and all that remains is for the individual reader to decide if any
definitive answers to these questions can be reached.
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Introduction
Meeting Madonna and
C. S. Lewis Again, for the First Time
Marc DiPaolo

The following is a personal essay with some names of people and places changed.

CONSERVATIVE CATHOLIC, LIBERAL CATHOLIC
I no longer believe the following two assertions:
1. The writings of C. S. Lewis represent pure, orthodox Christian thinking that
is safe reading for conservative Christians who wish to avoid exposing themselves to the kind of false theology written by revolutionary "Christians" since
the Age of Enlightenment steered Western civilization up a cultural dead end.
2. Madonna Ciccone, like her equally despicable heir apparent Lady Gaga, is an
exhibitionist pseudo-feminist who courts music sales and media controversy
with salacious music videos deliberately designed to provoke anger from
devout Christians. Her over-the-top, insincere music video "Like a Prayer"
should not be taken seriously as any form of personal spiritual statement.
The story of how I formed these opinions-and then shook free of them-is
worth telling. Like Fr. Gleeson, pastor emeritus of St. Barnabas Roman Catholic
Church in Staten Island, I will begin by reassuring you that this story will be brief.
Like Fr. Gleeson, I will be lying. However, I hope you will not be timing me as I
timed him, and that you will be more tolerant of my digressions than I was of his
golf stories and their dubious relevance to a given week's readings from the First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians. I also hope that you will not try to understand me
too quickly, as my beliefs and character shift throughout this story as radically as my
opinions of Lewis and Madonna.
xxvii
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A member of the latter part of Generation X, I was raised in New York's most
conservative, suburban borough and rarely availed myself of any of the cultural
opportunities presented by my proximity to Manhattan. Thanks in large part to
feelings of teenage angst and alienation, I became very religious in seventh grade
and looked to my parish priests for the support I could not find from my peers,
who were not unlike individuals from contemporary reality TV shows set in New
Jersey. My favorite homilist was Fr. Eric Sokolowski because his sermons were as well
constructed as Garrison Keillor's Tales from Lake Wobegon, as wholesomely funny as
a Bill Cosby stand-up routine, and eminently tolerant and compassionate without
a trace of fire-and-brimstone nonsense or the use of guilt or coercion against the
parishioners. My mother informed me that it was unsurprising that his homilies
were the best because he was a Jesuit and, apparently, Jesuits were pretty smart. By
contrast, Fr. Theo (37-minute-homily-on-"Footprints-in-the-Sand") Gleeson was
a terrible public speaker but was surprisingly comforting during confession. The
priest I spent the most time with, however, was Fr. Luke Jansen. Fr. Jansen was not
only my parish priest but also a personal and family friend. He had many dinners
at our house, introduced me to the marvelous film A Man for All Seasons, and gave
me my first paying job as a part-time secretary at the rectory. We took one notable
trip together. When I was in high school, Fr. Jansen took me to visit the Legionaries of Christ seminary in Thornwood, New York. I presume he had hopes I would
join the order and use my rhetorical abilities to help it fulfill its mission to improve
the quality of sermons delivered during Sunday mass around the world. There was
something appealing about the idea of using my writing ability to make the world a
better place, but there was nothing remotely appealing to me about celibacy, so there
was never a chance I would embrace that plan.
Fr. Jansen was a good friend but, upon reflection, he was perennially trying to
shape my tastes and opinions to keep them in line with Church teaching. He encouraged me to listen to Rush Limbaugh, watch Mother Angelica on EWTN, stay
away from New Age writings and post-Enlightenment literature, stop listening to
unchristian pop music by Bon Jovi and Madonna, and-instead of going to a secular college-be sure that I attend "the only real Catholic College in America," the
archconservative Christendom College. I was young and impressionable, and a lot of
his arguments, as he phrased them, seemed irrefutable to me; they were often strong,
declarative statements that did not invite replies but seemed to end conversations
with a firm period. Consequently, there was an extended time during which I began
thinking a lot like he did. We both, for example, loved Limbaugh for including this
passage in his second book, See, I Told You So (1993):
Don't you love the way some people appeal to the Catholic Church (and other churches,
for that matter): You've got to bend with the times. You've got to change Church doctrine, so that what we're doing isn't defined as sin anymore .. . . And the Church rightly
responds: "We are the standard. We are not going to water down our teachings, our
beliefs, or our doctrine so that you can feel better about your sin." (108)
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Nevertheless, even at my most reactionary, part of me rebelled against the certainty Fr. Jansen and others would often display at St. Barnabas R. C. Church. They
all knew they were right about all matters spiritual and political. Real Catholics were
Republicans. Fake Catholics were Democrats who (un)intentionally work for Satan.
End of story. I both envied and dreaded that level of certainty. I never pretended
to know everything about anything. Not even Doctor Who-and I knew a lot about
Doctor Who! I was also disturbed when Fr. Jansen told me, "The more religious you
become, the more evil the world looks and the harder it is to like people." I thought:
That doesn't sound right. Maybe I shouldn't become more religious then. And didn't Jesus
want us to love other people more as we get more religious, not dislike them more?
The worldview promoted by some key members of the clergy and the laity at the
parish was indeed a dark and insistent one. Around the time I hit puberty, Catholic
laity teachers overseeing my religious instruction at Saint Barnabas's after-school "released time" classes showed me violent images of late-term abortions to discourage
premarital sex and encourage me to vote for the pro-life candidate in each election.
An enormous, red-lettered banner, "ABORTION IS THE ULTIMATE VIOLATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS," has graced St. Barnabas's otherwise undecorated
brick exterior since roughly 1989. I spent decades of my life averting my gaze from
this deeply disturbing sight whenever I walked or drove past the church.
On other matters, where less was at stake than democracy vs. theocracy and reproductive freedom for women vs. personhood for fetuses, I found it easier to push
back against the steady flow of Church propaganda. The battle over whether or not I
should be a Madonna fan was an interesting one because it seemed much ado about
nothing. I told Fr. Jansen that Madonna was harmless because she was often "just
kidding" when she would promote unchristian ideas like "living in a material world."
Besides, she was an Italian American not in the Mafia, which made her something
of a role model for me. I didn't have to grow up to be a gangster or own a pizzeria.
Italians could get other jobs, too. Like singing. Despite my objections, Fr. Jansen
did get me to internalize the idea that religious people shouldn't watch her music
videos because they were too sexy. Though I've never owned cable TY, my suspicions
that he was right that I couldn't "handle" her music videos stemmed from the time
in sixth grade when I was at a friend's house watching MTV and caught a glimpse
of Madonna's "Like a Prayer." I had found myself equally disturbed and intrigued
by the highly erotic images of a voluptuous, ethnic-looking Italian American in a
wine-colored teddy bearing the stigmata and dancing in front of five burning KKK
crosses. I feared that if I watched much longer, I shouldn't be answerable for the
consequences, so I asked my friend to change the channel.
The irony is that I had heard the pop song on the radio often, and it had become
a personal favorite. Interestingly, I had always thought the lyrics were clearly religious. Madonna seemed to be singing an ardent love song to her boyfriend and God
at the same time. Or was God her boyfriend? I decided the song was weird in that
it was simultaneously sacred and profane. That incongruity fascinated and irritated
me, and I obsessed over the song-finding the enigma it represented as unsolvable
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as that highly irksome Rubik's Cube thing. But I hated that as much as I adored
the song, I lived in fear of seeing the music video. The fear instilled in me by the
Church seemed ... well ... stupid. I hated feeling stupid. Whenever my religious
myopia reared its head in conversation, my friends in the gifted program in Susan
E. Wagner High School would regularly call me out as being "too smart and nice
to really believe all that narrow-minded crap." Was it all crap, or could someone be
religious and not be stupid!
As I was wrestling with these questions during my senior year in high school, I
began to suspect that Fr. Jansen was not necessarily a good influence on me-or the
rest of the congregation. After a series of false starts, the alarm claxon finally rang
insistently in my head when I heard his homily decrying the Church's decision to
allow girls to be "altar boys." I was deeply offended by his wistful invocation of his
childhood clubhouse with its harmless, charming "no girls allowed" sign. Yes, the
"He-Man Woman Haters Club" in the Little Rascals is harmless and charming precisely because Spanky is clearly the villain of "Hearts Are Thumps"-a fact lost on
Fr. Jansen in this instance. Also, that short was from 1937. Some things in society
have evolved since the 1930s. When I finally saw him serve mass a year later with an
adorable altar girl at his side, I remembered his words and fumed for the entire mass,
not because there was an altar girl, but because I knew that he didn't want her to be
there, and that she was only there because his side had lost the debate.
Disturbing as it was, the altar girl debate was not enough to shake me free of my
devotion to conservative Catholicism. The issue of the Church's teachings concerning the sacredness of semen-which was at the root of the Church's condemnation
of masturbation, birth control, homosexual sex, and certain forms of heterosexual
sex-would be at the root of my break with old school Catholicism. I was always
uneasy about the Church's teachings concerning semen, but I dealt with my uneasiness by subsuming it. It helped that the issue of gay rights rarely came up during
homilies at St. Barnabas in the early 1990s, so I was not often confronted by Catholic homophobia. This lack of discussion of homosexuality made me complacent
and enabled me to pretend that the Church had no problem with gay people. Then
there came the St. Patrick's Day Parade controversy. Irish gays petitioned to be allowed to march in the parade, but the Catholics involved in organizing banned their
participation. In protest, the gays held their own parade, and Mayor David Dinkins
joined the gays in solidarity instead of participating in the main parade. Conservative Catholic Staten Islander voters later had their revenge on Dinkins for choosing
the side of the gays by being instrumental in sending Rudolph Giuliani to Gracie
Mansion, thereby ensuring that New York City's first African American mayor served
only one term. (Significantly, Giuliani would also ultimately choose to march with
the gays instead of the main parade.) I didn't follow the news closely and didn't
know all the arguments, but it had seemed to me that the parade was more about
the ethnic quality of "Irishness" than it was about Catholicism and homosexuality,
which suggested to me that all Irish people should be allowed to march-and maybe
even those who were Irish at heart, too. Fr. Jansen did not agree. He told me that
the Catholic Church could not be called anti-gay for not allowing gays to march in
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New York City's Saint Patrick's Day Parade because there was one gay group that the
Church would approve of marching: Courage. Courage would pass muster because
it promoted gay celibacy and its mission statement did not fly in the face of Church
teaching.
"Hmmm," I said.

"What?"
"If I were gay, I wouldn't think much of that argument."
"Why's that?"
"Because the members of Courage sound like gay people in denial."
"They aren't in denial. They just aren't sexually active."
"That just doesn't sound right to me."
"It should sound right. It is a perfectly reasonable position."
"Does Jesus even really care about sex? He seems more like he cares about feeding the hungry and healing the sick and not using violence against fellow men. He
couldn't have had sex hang-ups. Half his disciples were women, and half of them
were prostitutes. And he opposed the stoning of the adulteress. And he says not one
word about homosexuality anywhere in the Bible."
"But he told the adulteress to 'go and sin no more.' He did not give her license to
continue to commit adultery. Jesus has rules about sexuality. He's against divorce and
against lustful thoughts. He's quite clear on these points. I know what you're thinking. You can't pin all of the rules concerning sexuality on St. Paul the male-chauvinist
pig and make Jesus a proponent of free love in the process."
"But I like pinning things on Paul," I muttered, clearly sulking now.
"Paul is very misunderstood."
"Well ... I don't know. You make some good points."
"Exactly."
"You know, we sure spend a lot of time talking about what we're against. Against
abortion. Against gays in the frickin' parade. Can we talk about what we're for? Be
more positive? I don't want to be that guy who says 'no' to everything and is against
everything."
Later on, I told my classmate Amelia about this conversation and said things to
her that I failed to say to Fr. Jansen. "You know, nobody can control who they fall
in love with. I sure can't. I have a frustrating tendency to develop crushes on married
women, lesbians, and fictional characters. Jane Eyre's pretty sexy, you know, when
she really lays into people for being jerks. So is Elizabeth Bennett. And I think Ellen
DeGeneres is just adorable, but there's rumors about her, you know. I can't really
date any of them, anyway. They're impossible crushes. So I spend a lot of time alone.
Imagine being expected to be celibate your whole life because you fall for a mate
your parents, the Catholic Church, or society wouldn't approve of. If I had to join
a chapter of Courage for straight people, I'd go stark raving mad. I'd hang myself
in the closet. And even the name! Courage. The courage to do what? Hate yourself?
And this from a Church filled to bursting with gay priests and lesbian nuns, many
who are not celibate, and some who are sex offenders? I don't get it." I was suddenly
worried that what I was saying offended Amelia, as I had a bit of a crush on her,
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too, actually. "So ... um ... I hope you don't mind my saying this. I know you go
to Saint Barnabas."
"I don't mind," she said.
Fifteen years later, I heard from a mutual friend that Amelia was not only a deeply
religious Catholic but a closeted lesbian.
My guardian angel during this rather conflicted period in my life was my mother,
who feared that Fr. Jansen was having too much influence on me. For example, she
revealed only after the fact that she had had deep reservations about our trip to the
seminary, but she hadn't wanted to prohibit my going. Unlike Fr. Jansen, who envisioned me enrolled in Christendom College, my mother lobbied heavily for the State
University of New York at Geneseo because it had a strong English Department and
an Ivy League quality education while charging affordable, state-college tuition. Part
of me wanted to go to a Catholic college because I was religious and wanted to meet
other religious Catholics, but Mom would hear none of paying higher tuition for an
inferior education tinted with religious sectarian propaganda. Fortunately, my mother
intuited that the main reason I wanted to go to a Catholic college was not because I
needed to be around people who all thought just like me, but because it was important to me that I meet more educated descendants of immigrants with whom I had
cultural ties and intellectual interests in common. In contrast, I did not want to go to
a college where most of the students casually threw around the word "papist" as if it
were not offensive, and-moderate Republican though I was-I feared that this was
exactly what would happen ifI chose to attend college in what is now known as a "red
state." But state colleges in New York were filled with descendants of immigrants, so
I didn't need to go to a Catholic college to meet students of Irish or Italian Catholic
extraction if that, indeed, was really who I wanted to meet. So, Mom advocated
finding fellow Catholics at Geneseo through the college's Newman Community and
otherwise learning more about the real world by continuing to interact with fellow
students from a plurality of cultures and religious and political backgrounds as I had
always done through virtue of attending K-12 public schools. Since Mom was against
my attending a religiously affiliated institution of higher learning, I decided that I,
too, was interested in Geneseo because 60 percent of the student body was female and
because there appeared to be a course in the catalogue called Age of Dante taught by a
Bill Cook and Ronald Herzman that would help me learn more about my Italian and
Roman Catholic heritages. (At the time, I had thought that these were great criteria
for settling on Geneseo. In retrospect, I was absolutely correct.)
I suggested that Christendom might be a good backup choice. Fr. Jansen did say
that it was the only bona fide Catholic college because it adhered strictly to The
Catechism of the Catholic Church, rejected the liberal philosophy of Vatican II, and
took all of its educational cues from the Magisterium-the teaching authority of the
Catholic Church. As the school website reveals:
We're not like other colleges.
And that's a good thing.
Founded in 1977 in response to the devastating blow inflicted on Catholic higher
education by the cultural revolution which swept across America in the 1960s, Chris-
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tendom's goal is to provide a truly Catholic education in fidelity to the Magisterium
of the Catholic Church and thereby to prepare students for their role of restoring all
things in Christ.

I argued that if I went to Christendom, I wouldn't be attending a Diet Catholic
College for "Buffet" /"Cafeteria Catholics" but a Roman Catholic college for "authentic" Catholics. Mom told me that under no circumstances would I be going
there, especially since there were only roughly 40 undergraduates enrolled at the time
(these days, around 389). "What kind of college had such a small student body?" she
asked. "I bet those people are pretty weird."
Looking back on all this now, I must say that I am really glad I didn't go there.
(Thanks, Mom!)
Dejected that I would be attending a public school as "liberal" as Geneseo, Fr.
Jansen offered me, as a parting gift, a trilogy of science fiction books by C. S. Lewis
that he described as being a jeremiad against secularist, morally relativist college
education. I remember him pointing to the artwork on the cover of the third book,
That Hideous Strength (1945), which featured a college academic building across
the street from a laboratory. He said, "You see, the evil scientific ideas cooked up
by the professors in the college lectures influence the students, who graduate and
cross the street to work at the labs to make reality the dangerous thoughts that
had been advanced by professors playing 'devil's advocate.' So, you see, the college
professors and the scientists collude, indirectly, to aid the devil in his campaign
against God."
This seemed like an instantly graspable allegory and pure propaganda, so I decided
I need not waste time reading That Hideous Strength and could, instead, use the time
I had saved to chase girls on campus at Geneseo. After all, I had already learned that
science was evil from growing up watching Bride of Frankenstein (1935) and the
post-Hiroshima-and-Nagasaki parables Them! and Godzilla (both 1954). Indeed,
the message was now overfamiliar, and I was beginning to wonder if scientists had
been getting a raw deal all these years. Certainly, I knew that college professors, for
example, weren't all evil because my mom, a college English professor, was a rather
nice person, all told. So the books sounded to me like "message" books that promoted a message I didn't agree with. However, thanks to seeing Shadow/ands with
Anthony Hopkins, I retained an interest in exploring C. S. Lewis's life and writing
despite having no interest at all in reading the Narnia books or the science fiction
trilogy. But I would not truly revisit Lewis or Madonna until after my college education. And after my conversion.

LIBERATING THEOLOGY
Fr. Jansen was both right and wrong about the effect college had on me. By the end
of my freshman year, I had met a number of wonderful liberal and atheist students
and professors and could no longer stomach anyone casting aspersions on their
patriotism, morality, or worldview, nor could I listen any more to someone like
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Liam Neeson plays the voice of Asian in The Chronicles of Narnia film series, pictured
here in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (2005). The majestic lion, C.S. lewis'
Christ avatar, is a favorite hero of evangelical Christians in America, but lewis himself
did not always promote as orthodox a theology as a modern American might expect.
Photo courtesy of Walt Disney Pictures

Limbaugh, who made his living demonizing a group of-as it turns out-really,
really, really nice people. Yet Geneseo did not inspire me to switch political parties.
I managed to remain a Republican even after earning my master's degree, proving
conclusively that college does not brainwash everyone into becoming a Democrat.
No, higher education did not make me a Democrat. The Republican Party of the
past fifteen years accomplished that all on its own by going batshit crazy (DiPaolo
2013; Friedman 2011; Mann and Ornstein 2012; Reich 2012; Sullivan 2009). If
you don't understand what they've done to warrant my defection, then I doubt I'll
be able to explain it to you, but I will give a few minor examples: the eight-year-long
nightmare campaign to destroy Bill Clinton, the 2000 recount, the Iraq War, and
the Great Recession. That is all for now on that score.
But, back when I was in Geneseo, I was a moderate Republican who was sometimes accused of being a RINO ("Republican in Name Only") by my newfound,
really nice liberal friends. Among those really nice liberals were a handful of leftleaning college professors who attended the same Newman Community masses I
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did-including the Cook and Herzman who taught that wonderful, upper-level Age
of Dante class I enrolled in as a freshman. The liberation-theology-espousing priest
who headed the group gave homilies in which he complained of ballooning military
budgets, toxic waste dumping, and atrocities committed by the Shining Path, and
never once whined about altar girls.
Less enamored with this Newman priest than I was, my friend Walter stopped
going with me to Newman after hearing only one such homily. "That priest wants
to see the military budget cut?! Pinko!"
"Wouldn't Jesus want to see the military budget cut?" I asked.
"Jesus would have lost us the Cold War," Walter said ominously.
"Well, I'm going back next week. You find a pro-war priest somewhere else, if it
means so much to you, but I'd prefer it if you went to church with me."
"No way. Hippie priest? No way!"
I shared a modicum of Walter's discomfort with the notion of Catholic liberalism,
but it didn't last. All told, this was a very different congregation than St. Barnabas's,
and I preferred it in every respect. I was initially stodgy about its flower child trappings and needed to be reassured that the gender-neutral pronouns for God that
had been written into the missalette were a good thing. However, I got out of my
own way and warmed to the community quickly. By the end of my freshman year, I
decided it was a more authentic Christian community than St. Barnabas. Frankly, I
thought going to the same church as my (*ahem*-secular humanist!?.0 college professors was pretty neat and it made the school feel like a home away from home. And
not only did I go to church with these professors, but they invited my classmates and
me to their homes for meals on several occasions, and they organized study abroad
opportunities to broaden our horizons. I took two annual trips to the Shakespeare
Festival in Stratford, Ontario, to see a series of marvelous plays with Herzman and
Wes Kennison and several other English majors. I studied abroad in Siena, Italy, enrolled in a course taught by Cook, which enabled me to revisit my Italian roots and
see in person all the sites and works of art I'd studied in my medieval courses. Most
importantly, on a personal level, I made a pilgrimage to the memorials dedicated to
my cultural heroes, Dante, Galileo, Rossini, Machiavelli, and Michelangelo in the
Basilica di Santa Croce in Florence.
And this was supposed to be moral corruption?
Though Fr. Jansen and Limbaugh would disapprove of the 1990s iteration of
the college I attended and the religious student organization I joined, the Newman
Community of Geneseo did not represent a compromised, watered-down version
of Catholicism. There is nothing easy about being a liberal Catholic in the vein of
Dorothy Day or Thomas Merton. If you think fighting for the preservation and progression of civil rights in America is easy, then you've never tried it. It is a ceaseless,
debilitating battle against implacable foes with bottomless financial resources and no
sense of social conscience. There is nothing easy about being an environmentalist.
And, while pacifists are considered cowards, there is nothing remotely easy about opposing war, being branded a traitor by self-righteous zealots on cable TY, and trying
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to love your enemy instead of demonizing or trying to jail or kill him. As cultural
critic and theologian Ben Saunders has written:
Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Don't be so selfish. Don't be so
judgmental. Don't expect to get your way all the time. Try loving yourself as you are. Try
love, period. Be kind .. . all day? Be kind all day[!]
The irony is that the [conservative) religion I rejected, because I thought it looked
difficult and restrictive, is actually a thousand times easier than this kind of spirituality.
Saving yourself for marriage, not eating shellfish, covering or shaving or not shaving
your head, hating infidels and burning heretics-by comparison, that stuff is easy. But
loving your enemy? Loving your neighbor? Heck, loving yourself? Now that's difficultmaybe as difficult as it gets. (2011, 14)

Thanks to my time at Geneseo, I no longer feel beholden to having to obey the
Magisterium in all things. My education also gave me the courage to follow my
heart about the Church's deeply troubling official teachings on social issues. This
was because I was assigned reams of reading: some of the most important political, historical, literary, philosophical, and theological tracts ever written, by almost
all of the famous people you can think of whose names appear on Oxford World
Classics book covers. After immersing myself in such great thinkers, I suddenly felt
empowered to think for myself and was able to choose what parts of each classic I
embraced, what I rejected, what my favorite philosophies were, my favorite art and
literary movements, and what my core personal values were. Moved to become an
English major and a medieval studies minor, I spent my time at Geneseo taking a
series of reading-intensive interdisciplinary courses that were often team-taught by a
trio of Distinguished Teaching Professor friends from three departments: Cook was
a historian, Herzman a literature professor, and Gary Towsley a mathematics professor. In courses such as Medieval Poetry and Cosmology, The Bible as History, The
Bible as Literature, Galileo, Medieval Italian City-States, the High Middle Ages, and
Age of Dante, I was assigned-and actually read and understood-a number of notable Catholic writers, including Dante, Hildegard, Bernardus Silvestrus, Thomas of
Celano, Thomas Aquinas, and St. Augustine, and boned up on the theology related
to Pre-Copernican Astronomy.
In addition to spending my time majoring in Cook-Herzman-Towsley, I took
excellent creative writing courses with Rachel Hall (who forced me to not write
vampire fiction, but autobiographical essays to stretch my writing ability), and a
superb music course with Anne-Marie Reynolds (who took her students to the opera
to see La Traviata in Kodak Hall at Eastman Theatre of Rochester, New York, and
who tutored me on music theory every week during office hours to help me pass
the course). I also took a series of literature and cultural studies classes that made
me better read and that moderated my entrenched political beliefs. I was assigned
the British Romantics, and the Transcendentalists, as well as feminist cultural critics,
multicultural literature, Darwinism, deconstructionist criticism, and the writings
of prominent enemies of religion, including Salman Rushdie, Karl Marx, Sigmund
Freud, and Carl Sagan.
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I want to note here in an aside that not every student who goes to Geneseo reads
and experiences all of the above. However, every student who graduates from Geneseo gets a good, solid liberal arts education through its rigorous and superb general
education requirements, most notably its Western Humanities I and II courses,
which are-by their very nature-challenging and intellectually stimulating and
expose students to a number of the aforementioned texts and authors. This is both
a wonderful and a terrifying thing depending on whom you speak to. (Business majors, for example, live in fear of these courses.) These courses are epic-epic enough
that they change the lives of dedicated students and really alienate lazy students (like
my friend Walter) and those who (also like Walter) wish they had attended a vocational school instead of a liberal arts institution. Though there are some politicians
and vocational major department heads and bureaucrats who sometimes try to coerce the humanities professors at Geneseo to abandon their commitment to a liberal
arts education, and use various tactics to scuttle the Hum I and II general education
requirement, I think these courses are a central part of what made Geneseo .. . Geneseo. Similar to "great books" courses offered by other liberal arts colleges, only on
steroids because of the amount of reading involved and the quality of the teaching
attached to it, Hum I and II changed my life, just as Cook promised it would. I was
so inspired by Humanities I and II that I wanted to take every course the college
offered that was in the same vein. And those courses, too, changed my life.
Here's a case in point.
As part of his Galileo seminar, Towsley assigned one of the most important works
I read-Galileo's Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina (1615). In it, Galileo argues
for the peaceful coexistence of science and religion and for an intelligent, nonliteralist reading of the Bible. Everything in the Bible is true, he writes, but if any passage
contradicts the known laws of science, then that passage must offer a symbolic truth
instead of a literal one. Galileo argues that it is far more sane and religious to search
for alternative, allegorical ways of understanding the Bible to help enable science to
flourish than it is to cling desperately to a literal, possibly incorrect interpretation of
a Bible story and hamstring scientific progress in the process.
This idea was a relief to me, and I embraced it instantly. I felt instantly smarter
and was finally convinced that one need not be stupid to be religious after all.
Generally, I was reassured that my literary, historical, and theological readings all
validated the idea that one need not agree with the pope on every single social and
spiritual teaching to remain an authentic Catholic. In The Divine Comedy, Dante
places orthodox theologians and heretics together in heaven, making those who
were bitter enemies in life blissfully happy colleagues singing in concert throughout
eternity. In contrast, Dante places in hell Farinata, an egomaniac who only deigns
to befriend people with the right pedigree who vote the way he does. These were
instructive poetic and theological points indeed.
In my biblical studies, I was most influenced by the theologians who are a part of
the Jesus Seminar. Of course, Fr. Jansen had warned me about the Jesus Seminar and
its color-coding of Bible passages based on the relative likelihood of a line presenting
a historical fact or a narrative conceit. He made the members of the seminar sound
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like obsessive-compulsive fools and Bible debunkers. The charge is disingenuous.

As Jesus Seminar member Robert T. Fortna has asserted, he and his colleagues "are
not in the business of 'debunking' the gospels, as many have said. On the contrary,
we debunk the kind of simplistic, literal reading of the gospels that leads to fundamentalist and rigid interpretation, and is dangerous in the modern world. Take, for
example, the malevolent and reactionary politics of some fundamentalists, or their
savagely homophobic stance" (2002, 230). I've read several essays by Jesus Seminar
members, but my favorite writer of the group thus far is Marcus Borg. (Cook introduced me to Borg in his Bible as History course.)
Borg's Jesus: A New Vision ( 1987) presented Jesus as a proto-hippie figure and the
establishment members of the Jewish faith as the conservative Republicans of the
Roman world. This reading of the Bible cast Fr. Jansen and me in opposition to
Christ-and the horrifying credibility of the scenario shook me to my core. I had
been complacent in thinking that I was one of the good guys because I followed
party-line Church thinking in most ways, but here was Borg showing me, quite convincingly, that Jesus would have no time for me if he met me in real life. IfI wanted to
really follow the teachings of Christ, I needed to learn what he was really saying and
to make a radical change in my personality and belief system.
As Borg would later argue in Speaking Christian (2011), modern-day Christians
are too focused on a heaven-and-hell-centric theology and a purely supernatural
view of Jesus that strips Christianity of all of its imperatives to actively engage with
humanity to make the world a better place. Instead, heaven-and-hell Christianity is
born of ignorance of religious literature and history, fosters a reactionary political
mind-set, overemphasizes prayer and miracles, and focuses on what Christians believe instead of what they do. According to Borg, in its earliest days, Christianity was
revolutionary and progressive, supporting women's rights and promoting learning
and tolerance among the diverse peoples of the vast Roman Empire. Back in 1995,
reading Borg's writing helped convince me of the wisdom of the Jesus Seminar's
mission statement and the authenticity of this "New Vision" of Jesus. I continue to
feel this way today.
(Note: I must admit that, from a science-fiction fan perspective, I liked the irony
that one of the main people who had saved me from hive-mind thinking was named
Borg; the Borg, coincidentally, are Star Trek villains who promote hive-mind thinking. That's my idea of "funny.")

STRANGE BEDFELLOWS: LEWIS AND MADONNA
After undergoing this revolution in my thinking, I decided to revisit everything I had
thought I understood. Whom had Fr. Jansen told me to embrace and who to ignore?
Was he always wrong? Did he sometimes get it right? It was time, amusingly enough,
to revisit Madonna and C. S. Lewis. I found I had been avoiding the "problematic"
aspects of their work for all the wrong reasons. While there was a good deal of truth
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in Fr. Jansen's assessments of their works, there was also an extent to which he was
utterly wrong about both of them. In a way, he had stereotyped them, transforming
them into a cardboard prophet and a cardboard succubus, respectively. Or perhaps he
had made them sound like androids: one programmed to be a doctrinaire preacher
and the other programmed to be a seductive Femmebot? But those characterizations
were always destined to be wrong. After all, no flesh-and-blood human being can be
an alabaster saint or an unrepentant sinner all the time and have free will and a soul.
What I discovered about both "sinner" and "saint" was fascinating. I will reveal my
findings about Lewis first.
Over the course of my years as an undergraduate at Geneseo and as a graduate student at both the College of Staten Island and Drew University, I read A
Grief Observed (1961), The Great Divorce (1945), The Abolition of Man (1943),
The Screwtape Letters (1942), "A Case for Abolition" (1947), and Surprised by Joy
(1955). What I discovered about Lewis in those pages greatly surprised me. Lewis
wrote in A Grief Observed that the Judea-Christian God is not impressed with a
"House of Cards" faith built upon ignorance and complacency, but wants his flock
intellectually and spiritually challenged (2002c, 37-52). Consequently, this good
God, like a dentist, deliberately causes us pain in order to heal us, using personal
hardship and exposure to difficult truths as a means of laying waste to our entire
worldview and rendering us devoid of not only false beliefs but also dogmatic
thinking of any kind. Once we recover from this trauma that God has caused,
we can rebuild our faith and worldview from a newer, sounder foundation. If our
new ideology is no better than the old one-yet one more House of Cards made
of only slightly less flimsy card stock-then God will wreck our House of Cards
faith once again-and yet again still-until we finally replace a House of Cards
faith with a Cathedral faith.
Lewis posited this idea in the wake of his wife Joy's death in 1960 during a period
of grief that threatened to engulf his faith. Reading this as an undergraduate at Geneseo, I felt that the ramifications of Lewis's House of Cards faith concept liberated
me from my own dogmatism and borderline anti-intellectual bigotries. While I had
sympathy for Fr. Jansen's belief that Christians should not take unnecessary risks
with their faith by continually exposing themselves to anti-Christian ideas, I could
not wholly agree with it. In notable contrast, the Oxford professor Lewis did not fear
that reading books might transform a Christian into an atheist. Indeed, Lewis went
through a similar transformation himself His exposure to Norse mythology, among
other classic texts, caused him to question his faith, yet, he ultimately returned to
Christianity with a fuller, renewed, and more intellectually rigorous Christianity at
his command.
Unlike Christians who fear that education will lead them inevitably down the
path of secular humanism, Lewis does not betray a secret dread that he knows his
beliefs are bunk and won't stand up to scrutiny or exposure to alien intellectual ideas.
No, he has the courage of his convictions and can immerse himself in the greatest
thoughts of other cultures and religions and not fear being tainted or derailed by
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them. So, in A Grief Observed at least, Lewis demonstrates greater fear of the demons
of Ignorance and Want found in Charles Dickens's A Christmas Carol than he does
fear of the consequences of eating fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil
in Genesis. So, based on A Grief Observed, I wondered if, perhaps, Lewis would have
supported my decision to attend Geneseo instead of Christendom College?
Furthermore, Lewis included in A Grief Observed a powerful hymn to gender
harmony and symbiosis. When I first read the passage, I found what he wrote about
gender conflict and love striking, as I had been prone to a troubling degree of male
chauvinism thanks to my immersion in conservative Catholicism:
There is, hidden or flaunted, a sword between the sexes till an entire marriage reconciles
them. It is an arrogance in us ro call frankness, fairness and chivalry "masculine" when
we see them in a woman, it is arrogance in them, ro describe a man's sensitiveness or tact
or tenderness as "feminine." But also what poor warped fragments of humanity most
mere men and women must be ro make the implications of that arrogance plausible.
Marriage heals this. Jointly the two become fully human. "In the image of God created
He them." Thus, by a paradox, this carnival of sexuality leads us out beyond our sexes.
(Qtd. in Loades 2010, 171)

As Ann Loades has observed, this passage represents for Lewis-someone who had
opposed the creation of female clergy and had some questionable ideas about gender
relations-"something of a late revolution in his thinking ... coming close to the
end of his life [that is] ... perhaps all the more impressive and commendable for
that" (Loades 2010, 171).
Some critics might argue that Lewis's hymn to the sanctity of marriage is, for all
its positive portrayal of women, ultimately conservative as it leaves little room for
the possibility of same-sex love. However, it is on this theme that Lewis's writings
surprised me the most. In his autobiography, Surprised by joy, Lewis condemned the
elitism, violence, and insular thinking of the British public school system, painting
a picture of the secondary preparatory school he attended, Malvern College, that is
as negative as the representation of the British public school system found in the
Lindsay Anderson film If .. . (1968). Most surprising of all, like the Anderson film,
Lewis suggests that one of the few redeeming qualities of the public school system
is that some young boys find a rewarding, romantic love between one another that
mitigates the experience of having to come of age in such worldly, oppressive, materialistic, and socially stratified surroundings. He wrote:
And that is why I cannot give pederasty anything like a first place among the evils of the
Coll. There is much hypocrisy on this theme. People commonly talk as if every other
evil were more rolerable than this. Bur why? Because those of us who do not share the
vice feel for it a certain nausea, as we do, say, for necrophily? I think that of very little
relevance ro moral judgment. Because it produces permanent perversion? I find very
little evidence that it does .... Is it then on Christian grounds? But how many of those
who fulminate on the matter are in fact Christian? And what Christian, in a society as
worldly and cruel as [Malvern], would pick out the carnal sins for special reprobation?
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Cruelty is surely more evil than lust and the World at least as dangerous as the Flesh.
The real reason for all the bother is, in my opinion, neither Christian nor ethical. We
attack this vice not because it is the worst bur because it is, by adult standards, the most
disreputable and unmentionable, and happens also to be a crime in English law. The
World will only lead you to Hell; but sodomy may lead you to jail and create a scandal
and lose you your job. The World, to do it justice, seldom does that. (1966, 108-9).

What Lewis seems to suggest here is that the British people of his day were terrified of suffering the same fate as Oscar Wilde. So, the collective British memory of
Wilde's 1895 trial, conviction of"gross indecency," imprisonment for two years, and
endurance of hard physical labor as punishment-an experience that, essentially,
destroyed his health and killed him-is the real cause of rampant British homophobia? Not any decrees against same-sex love in the Bible made by Paul or the Hebrew
scriptures? This is a fascinating proposition that sounds true indeed.
Now, compare Lewis's thoughts on homosexuality within the British public
school system and his descriptions of the causes of rampant homophobia in thencontemporary society to the kinds of statements that contemporary conservative
Christians in America make about homosexuality-some of the very same Christians
who cite Lewis as a hero of theirs and a champion of mainstream Christianity and
conservative morality. Lewis's views may not be quite as liberal as, say, the views of
contemporary gay Roman Catholic Andrew Sullivan, but are they not kinder, more
tolerant, more enlightened, and more thoughtful than those expressed on Christian
radio or by right-wing pundits or Christian political candidates eager to win votes
from fellow conservative Christians with acidic, anti-gay rhetoric? When I first read
this passage, I was astonished. I remain surprised that it exists. I have never seen it
quoted elsewhere. How many Lewis aficionados even know of its existence?
My reading of Lewis led me to other ideas that I knew Fr. Jansen would take issue with. For example, I wondered what the significance was of the conflation of
hell and purgatory in C. S. Lewis's The Great Divorce, and why some lost souls were
ultimately able to escape hell and enter heaven. Around that time, I encountered
similar "escape from hell" narratives that I found equally refreshing, as it suggested
that my non-Catholic and non-Christian friends and family members had a chance
of getting into heaven. For example, in The Commedia, Dame allows an obscure
pagan character from The Aeneid a place in heaven that the virtuous pagans in limbo
fail to win and hims that Virgil might find his way out of limbo as a reward for
helping to save Dame the Pilgrim's soul from perdition. The film What Dreams May
Come imporrs the Orpheus myth into a Judeo-Christian vision of the afterlife and
presents a happy ending in which the Robin Williams character is able to rescue his
wife from hell because, suicide that she was, she killed herself while in a state of deep
depression and could be saved from her own emotional and literal hell by a loving
spouse who was willing to share her psychic burden. These tales led me to research
the Catholic heresy of apokatastasis, a theological idea originating with the Church
father Origen, which posited that hell might one day be abolished and that universal
salvation might be extended to all at the end of time-even the damned souls in hell
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and their fallen angel jailors. This was a heretical idea I had discovered because of
Great Divorce. Thank you for leading me into heresy, Mr. Lewis.
Finally, Lewis's anti-animal-experimentation pamphlet, "A Case for Abolition,"
contains some of the most intelligent and passionate passages on animal rights, human rights, and race and class equality I have ever read. It is a poignant anti-fascist
diatribe written by a devout Christian:
The Christian defender [of vivisection], especially in the Latin countries, is very apt
to say that we are entitled to do anything we please to animals because they "have no
souls." But what does this mean? If it means that animals have no consciousness, then
how is this known? They certainly behave as if they had, or at least the higher animals
do. I myself am inclined to think that far fewer animals than is supposed have what we
should recognize as consciousness. But that is only an opinion. Unless we know on other
grounds that vivisection is right we must not take the moral risk of tormenting them on
a mere opinion. On the other hand, the statement that they "have no souls" may mean
that they have no moral responsibilities and are not immortal. But the absence of "soul"
in that sense makes the infliction of pain upon them not easier but harder to justify. For
it means that animals cannot deserve pain, nor profit morally by the discipline of pain,
nor be recompensed by happiness in another life for suffering in this. Thus all the factors
which render pain more tolerable or make it less rotally evil in the case of human beings
will be lacking in the beasts. "Soullessness," in so far as it is relevant to the question at
all, is an argument against vivisection . . ..
If loyalty to our own species, preference for man simply because we are men, is not
a sentiment, then what is? It may be a good sentiment or a bad one. But a sentiment it
certainly is. Try to base it on logic and see what happens!
But the most sinister thing about modern vivisection is this. If a mere sentiment
justifies cruelty, why stop at a sentiment for the whole human race? There is also a
sentiment for the white man against the black, for a Herrenvolk against the non-Aryans,
for "civilized" or "progressive" peoples against "savages" or "backward" peoples. Finally,
for our own country, party or class against others. Once the old Christian idea of a total
difference in kind between man and beast has been abandoned, then no argument for
experiments on animals can be found which is not also an argument for experiments
on inferior men. If we cut up beasts simply because they cannot prevent us and because
we are backing our own side in the struggle for existence, it is only logical to cut up
imbeciles, criminals, enemies or capitalists for the same reasons. Indeed, experiments on
men have already begun. We all hear that Nazi scientists have done them. We all suspect
that our own scientists may begin to do so, in secret, at any moment. (2007, 160-65)

So do these words mean that Lewis is "an animal rights nut"? An "environmentalist wacko," as Limbaugh dubs lovers of nature? Does he engage in class warfare and
the rhetoric of "victimhood" like most "liberals" Limbaugh decries? In my mind,
these words were not written by the Lewis that Fr. Jansen had described to me.
But what of Madonna Ciccone? Was she an exploitative, irreligious fallen woman?
Or was she religious in her own non-Catholic-Church-approved way?
The mass media has made much of her fascination with the Kabbalah over the
years, and she can be seen engaging in regular group prayer with members of her
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entourage in the documentary film Truth or Dare (1991). Whether her public praying or scholarly/theological interest in Jewish mysticism is "authentic" or "staged" is
hard to ascertain. As Milton has observed, hypocrisy can be suspected, but it is the
only sin known only to God because the only human heart we can ever see into is
our own.
The narrative that unfolds in the music video of "Like a Prayer" (1989) is fairly
straightforward, though some of its meaning needs to be inferred. In the video directed by Mary Lambert, Madonna plays a character (whom I shall call Madonna)
who watches across an apartment complex courtyard as three shadowy youths with
a Caucasian ringleader stab a dark-haired woman and then flee the scene, leaving
her to bleed to death. While Madonna stands frozen, watching from the shadows, a
young black man rushes to the side of the injured woman only to find that he is too
late and she is dead. Police swarm onto the scene, instantly presume the black man's
guilt, and arrest him. Madonna moves to intervene but sees that the real murderer
has not fled far and is also watching from hiding. He catches her eye and gives her a
warning look that tells her to stay out of it.
Riddled with guilt over her inaction, Madonna visits a nearby black church. While
in the church, she is haunted by visions of a field of five burning crosses, suggesting
that her failure to help the black man has made her complicit in the kind of racism
that permeates American culture-racism that is not just perpetrated by the cross"lighting" Ku Klux Klan but by a mostly white police force that instantly assumes
black criminality as well as by white/Italian American witnesses who allow such
horrible miscarriages of justice to go unchallenged and uncorrected. As she worries
over her dilemma, she accidentally cuts herself with a ceremonial dagger, and the
stigmata appears on her hands, suggesting that she is suffering with the persecuted
black man and, by extension, suffering with Christ. (For, as it is written in Matthew
25:40, "Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and
sisters of mine, you did for me.") But first she must pray for the strength to free the
black man-and do so allegorically-before she has the strength to come forward
and testify in the real world.
When the vision of the lit crosses vanishes, Madonna is again aware of her church
surroundings. Adjacent to the altar, she sees a statue of Christ sculpted to look
exactly like the African American youth wrongfully accused of the crime. Since the
church is, presumably, in a bad neighborhood, the statue is "protected" from vandalism by a steel cage. Madonna opens the cage to free the statue, and it comes to life.
The black Jesus caresses and kisses Madonna as a black gospel choir appears before
the altar, serving as the chorus of the pop song. When Madonna snaps out of her
reverie, finding the choir gone and the statue back in its place, she gains the resolve
she needs to go to the police station. She tells the guard on duty, "He didn't do it,"
and the prisoner is released from his cage and vindicated. Perhaps, now that he is out
of his cell, he and Madonna will have a romantic, interracial relationship.
A number of published accounts that range from interviews with Madonna
to critical studies to (un)authorized biographies present a consistent view of the

A promotional image for Madonna's "Like a Prayer" (1989) featuring a sexy, praying
Madonna Ciccone.
Photo courtesy of Sire Records/Wa rn er Bros.
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development of "Like a Prayer" (see Considine 1989; Epstein 2004; Holden 1989;
Johnston 1989). Reportedly, when Madonna wrote the lyrics to "Like a Prayer," she
was, indeed, writing a deeply personal, religious, and sexual song that summed up
her feelings at the time about her Catholic upbringing, turning thirty, her mother's
death at age thirty, her father's alternative rages and emotional detachment, and her
recent divorce from Sean Penn. During this period, Madonna felt abandoned by
the men in her life-including her father, her gadabout brother Martin, and her exhusband-so it is unsurprising that she would turn to God as the one male figure
she could love who would never leave her feelings unrequited. The song showed her
love for God as literal and physical, which was the source of much of the accusations
of blasphemy, but the song was also very much about the psychological effects of
burdensome Catholic guilt. As Madonna explained in a 1989 interview with Rolling
Stone magazine:
Because in Catholicism you are a born sinner and you're a sinner all your life. No matter
how you try to get away from it, the sin is within you all the time. It was this fear that
haunted me; it taunted and pained me every moment. My music was probably the only
distraction I had ....
I have a great sense of guilt and sin from Catholicism that has definitely permeated
my everyday life, whether I want it to or not. And when I do something wrong ... if
I don't let someone know I have wronged, I'm always afraid I'm going to be punished.
And that's something you're raised to believe as a Catholic. Both the song and album
stemmed from this uneasiness; my direct prayers to God, it is beautiful and divine.
Oohnston 1989)

Catholic theologian Andrew Greeley saw the eroticism of the Song of Songs in the
Old Testament as biblical precedent for the eroticism of the music video (Epstein
2004, 91).As much of an oxymoron as the term may have sounded in 1989, the
"erotic theology" of the video is simultaneously medieval and ahead of its time. As
Steve Jungkeit has observed, devout Christian mystics and artists have a long and
storied history of using erotic, orgasmic imagery to depict a prayerful, rapturous
communion with God. This is true despite many Christians' discomfort with depictions of prayer as being an inherently sexual enterprise. According to Jungkeit,
Christians who accept the prospect that platonic, pure love is good and erotic love
is bad embrace a binarism that
neglects the productive role of the erotic in many strands of Christian theology, even as
it ignores the multiple meanings of eras discovered in a source such as Plato's Symposium, to say nothing of the theological appropriations of Platonic eras .... [T]exts and
figures such as the Johannine letters, Augustine's Confessions, Pseudo-Dionysus, Margarete Porete, Julian of Norwich, and others ... are all mystics. Their writings frequently
resort to vivid erotic metaphors to capture what a love of God might be like, a fact often
ignored by later generations of interpreters who were evidently uncomfortable with the
sensual dimensions of these sources. (2010, 325)
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Grace Jantzen, Graham Ward, Marcella Althaus-Reid, Mark Jordan, Virginia
Burrus, and Catherine Keller have all produced recent scholarship that "seek to
retrieve eros as a central theological virtue," Jungkeit writes (2010, 324). Given the
precedents cited by Jungkeit and Greeley, many of the objections to the music video
appear overstated. Still, there were many reasons that the video caused such consternation, not the least of which was its portrayal of a powerful female protagonist and
its depiction of racial injustice in America.
Focusing on "Like a Prayer" as a means of understanding Madonna in general,
Anthony Julian Tamburri writes in Re-viewing Italian Americana (2011):
Of the numerous things Madonna calls to the fore ... is how little society tends to
tolerate ambition (and success) in women. Lest we forget that today women still feel the
strains, the pushes and pulls, of what it means to be a successful, independent woman in
a world still grounded in patriarchy.... A Madonna video-Like a Prayer and justify My
Love especially-often exudes a sui generis ideology independent of the usual patriarchal
control. (46)
He adds: "Sexuality constitutes both a prominent and a problematic theme of
Madonna's music/performance: but it is not always all-encompassing .... [T]here
themes-sexuality, religion, and race-serve as integral components of Madonna's
visione def mondo and figure, at the same time, as reasons for which some of her
videos ruffle, to say the least, the dominant culture's feathers" (47).
Given that both Italian Americans and African Americans have suffered racially
motivated persecution for not being "white" enough, it is not surprising that there
have been notable moments of solidarity berween the groups. Several critics, myself included, have written about the positive and negative aspects of black-Italian
relations: Matthew Calihman, Jennifer Guglielmo, Salvatore Salerno, and Alfred
Lubrano. Madonna's "Like a Prayer" video was one such moment of black-Italian solidarity, but Madonna is not the first prominent Italian American to cite the
mainstream American culture of white privilege, social Darwinism, and self-serving
Christianity as being complicit in prejudice, segregation, racial profiling, and lynching. In a 1962 interview in, of all places, Playboy Magazine, Frank Sinatra spoke
of how authentic Christianity is best exemplified by the Sermon on the Mount in
the Gospel According to St. Matthew, and any kind of Christianity that pits human being against human being and preaches hatred and social division is not real
Christianity but an abomination. He notes that his biblical precedent for his beliefs
should rescue him from accusations of heresy, and he singles out Christian enemies
of desegregation for special reprobation.
Remember that leering, cursing lynch mob in Little Rock reviling a meek, innocent
little 12-year-old Negro girl as she tried to enroll in public school? Weren't they-or
most of them-devout churchgoers? I detest the two-faced who pretend liberality but
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are practiced bigots in their own mean little spheres .... Now, don't get me wrong. I'm
for decency-period. I'm for anything and everything that bodes love and consideration
for my fellow man. But when lip service to some mysterious deity permits bestiality on
Wednesday and absolution on Sunday-count me out. (Qtd. in Tamburri 2011, 78)

The Church has judged "Like a Prayer" sacrilegious. I think it is wrong. Would
the priests who condemned Madonna's work have been less offended by it had Madonna been male? If the race theme had been dropped? If Christ had not been black?
If Madonna had not had a romantic moment with Christ? I don't know. All these
might seem like reasonable objections to the video for some people, but they are also
knee-jerk reactions. It is easy to be offended. It is hard to think. It is still harder to
feel empathy. I wonder what made me more open to regarding Madonna's "Like a
Prayer" as a legitimately Christian statement than Fr. Jansen was? Madonna and I
both being Italian Americans with an August 1 birthday? My rebellious Generation
X personality? Was my openness to an apologetic reading of a seemingly heretical
text linked to my liberal arts education at Geneseo? Had I gone to Christendom
College, would I have been too enamored of the Magisterium's perspective to see a
genuine form of Christianity hiding in plain sight in this video alongside the burning crosses and the wine-colored teddy? They may not be the pope, but the religious
thinking of Steve Jungkeit, Andrew Greeley, and Frank Sinatra all point to ways in
which the "Like a Prayer" music video can represent an unappreciated species of
authentic Christianity instead of mere mass-marketed, profitable blasphemy.
Similarly, C. S. Lewis's most unorthodox statements of faith-the ones enumerated above-are those most likely to get him removed from the reading list of the
Religious Right. These same statements also demonstrate that Lewis, even when being unorthodox, was showing an authentic Christian desire to love his neighbor and
love all of creation, including those members of the created order who have typically
been ignored, persecuted, or even killed by so-called righteous Christians.
What I had learned from the experience reassessing Madonna and Lewis was not
to listen to clergymen and activists who warn me away from dangerous and unchristian art. After all, there is a very real possibility that these clergymen are, perhaps out
of ignorance or willful blindness, uncharitably refusing to give the art the benefit of
the doubt. Perhaps this is because they have not properly studied art and literature
enough to understand how to give new works a fair chance. Perhaps it is because
they cannot tolerate any unordained prophet challenging their God-given authority
as spokesmen of Christ, no matter how obviously Christian the message. After all,
these are the same Church authorities who would probably kill Christ himself should
he ever threaten to strip them of their authority by returning to Earth to speak for
himself once again.
At least, that's what Dostoyevsky posits in the parable of The Grand Inquisitor, and
his simple, provocative thesis sounds frighteningly plausible.
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ONWARD, CHRISTIAN
TEACHERS, HEALERS, AND PEACEMAKERS!
After I revisited Madonna and Lewis, I recalled other public figures and narratives
that had been labeled either "safe" or "dangerous" by Fr. Jansen or other spokesmen
of the Catholic Church that I might have taken at face value as good or evil wholly
on their advice. I recalled over the years all of the controversial works I was supposed
to avoid, and usually did. I thought of all the controversial works of the present day
and those yet to be crafted. I think now of Dogma, The Last Temptation of Christ,

The Godfather: Part III, The Da Vinci Code, The Brides of Christ, The Golden Compass,
Peter Watkins's Privilege, Ricky Gervais's The Invention ofLying, Joe Ahearne's Perfect
Parents and Ultraviolet, Terrence McNally's play Corpus Christi, Stephen Adly Guirgis's play The Last Days ofJudas Iscariot, Bill C. Davis's Mass Appeal, Andres Serrano's
"Piss Christ," Chris Ofili's elephant-dung-covered painting "The Holy Virgin Mary,"
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and the Miramax film Priest. I also recall avoid-

The 2009 film The Invention of Lying (written and directed by Ricky Gervais and Matthew Robinson.) takes place in an alternate, social Darwinist universe in which art, fiction, and religion do not exist, and all forms of lying are impossible. In this scene, Mark
Bellison (Gervais) discovers he is the first person with the ability to lie when he fools a
guileless bank teller into placing money that isn't his into his hands. Mark later invents
the concept of the afterlife as a means of comforting his mother on her deathbed. The
conversation is overheard and Mark becomes responsible for the founding of the first
world religion.
Photo courtesy of Warner Bros.
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ing the television shows Nothing Sacred and The Thorn Birds despite my mother's
being an avowed fan of both. How many of these supposed heretical texts were,
secretly, as authentically and improbably Christian as Madonna's "Like a Prayer"?
I also recalled the Christian narratives that were often presented to me as "safe":
holiday movies such as A Christmas Carol, The Ten Commandments, and Ronald
Reagan's favorite film, It's a Wonderful Life. There was also Dante's Commedia, Milton's Paradise Lost, Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, Graham Greene's Catholic novels like
The End of the Affair, Evelyn Waugh's Brideshead Revisited, the Arthurian legends,
Pilgrim's Progress, and the pseudo-Christian/pseudo-Bushido Star Wars saga. How
many of these "safe" narratives were secretly as revolutionary, and as authentically
Christian, as the never-discussed subversive passages of C. S. Lewis? And what of
the works of literature that were not intended to be Christian but challenged or
built upon Christianity in fascinating ways? What of Percy Shelley's indebtedness
to Milton and Mary Shelley's commentary on religion in Frankenstein? What of the
pseudo-Unitarian, pseudo-Christian Platonists in the American Transcendentalist
tradition? What of secular works that were so relentlessly nihilistic and atheistic that
they took on a strange form of religiosity-like Hamlet and Waiting for Godot? How
were these texts to be read? Some of these last questions were a bit ambitious for me,
so I started smaller. Even with a small canon of approved and condemned works to
examine in front of me, I still had a lot of books to read and movies to watch.
As I made my way through these works, I determined that my interest was not,
primarily, in works that raised many questions and criticisms but provided few or
no answers. (Dogma, for example, seemed like this kind of work, as did The Last
Temptation of Christ.) What I was looking for was a literary or pop culture artifact
that broadcasted to the general public the Jesus Seminar members' claims about who
the historic Jesus might have been, what constitutes authentic Christianity, and why
heaven-and-hell Christianity is a false Christianity employed by establishment forces
as a weapon to crush progressivism everywhere. Many of the above texts hint at
some of these themes, but the two that dealt best with the themes were the already
discussed Priest and The Ruling Class ( 1972, written by Peter Barnes and directed by
Peter Medak).
The Ruling Class is about the aristocratic Gurney family, which is thrown into
crisis when the entire family fortune, lands, and seat in the House of Lords fall to
Jack Gurney (Peter O'Toole), a hippie socialist who thinks he is Jesus Christ returned
to Earth. Literally. When Jack conspires with his communist butler to redistribute
the fruits of his inheritance throughout England, the family tries to cure him so he
will stop thinking he is Jesus and start being a little more selfish and greedy like any
sane aristocrat. They introduce Jack to another schizophrenic who thinks he is God:
the Electric Messiah. Significantly, the Electric Messiah is a cruel and vengeful God
instead of a socialist. He delights in human misery, boasts that he allowed the Holocaust to happen, and tortures Jack for doubting his divinity. Jack is transformed by
the experience into an insane Tory who now thinks he is Jack the Ripper. In the final
segment of the movie, he makes a rousing speech to the House of Lords demanding
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Jesus Christ reborn in the 1970s as a hippie socialist. "Jesus" plans to redistribute his
family's vast wealth to the people of England until his family members "cure" him of
his generosity - and enlist him in their economic and social war against the middle and
working classes.
Photo Courtesy of United Artists

that they work together to crush the hippie movement and restore law, order, and
Christianity to England, thereby making it an imperial power once again. In retrospect, this ultra-dark concluding segment seems prophetic-it anticipates the
real-world arrival of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher a mere handful of years later.
Peter Watkins's 1967 61m Privilege has a virtually identical thematic message and
is, arguably, a better and darker 61m, only it is about a conspiracy of corporate executives and clergymen who coerce a teen rock idol who is more popular than Jesus
into publicly converting to Christianity to abruptly and artificially end the 1960s
youth movement.
Both The Ruling Class and Privilege feature the song "Onward, Christian Soldiers"
as the rallying cry for conservative interests to take on the hippie movement.
At one time in my life, I was too influenced by members of this "vast right-wing
conspiracy" and came close to joining it. Thanks in part to my not attending Christendom College, I ultimately defected to the other side. The Marcus Borg side. The
hippie Jesus side. It is very possibly the losing side in these horrific, never-ending
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culture wars raging in the United States, but I would rather be on it than on a side I
no longer believe truly fights in the name ofJesus. The "Onward, Christian Soldiers"
faction fights for the establishment church, for multinational corporations, and for
the military-industrial complex, but it does not fight for the average person. Nor
does it fight for God. If being on the winning side means joining their ranks once
more, please count me out. I'd rather be vilified with all the other vanquished enemies of empire than live to serve the growth and perpetuation of the evils of empire
at the expense of 99 .9 percent of humanity.
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I
CAFETERIA CATHOLICS VS.
ORTHODOX CATHOLICS:
LITERARY MODELS OF
ROMAN CATHOLICISM

1
Dante: Cafeteria Catholic?
Ronald B. Herzman

"Cafeteria Catholic": A Roman Catholic who chooses to follow whatever idea or
prohibition they choose at his/her own discretion.
"Cafeteria Catholic": A Catholic who chooses to follow the correct doctrines of
the Catholic Church, and chooses not to follow the pretty much ridiculous ones.
-From the Urban Dictionary

So what happens after time travel finally becomes a reality and our favorite figures
from the past are now able to make random guest appearances in the present? I
fantasize the University of Notre Dame taking advantage of this opportunity to offer an honorary degree to Dante, and for good measure-since Dante was a pretty
good wordsmith-making him their commencement speaker as well. At first glance,
it makes a good deal of sense for a number of reasons: the world's most high-profile
Catholic university honoring and being honored by the world's greatest Catholic
poet. Even more (anzi, as Dante would have put it), Notre Dame has been in the
process of expanding its already impressively large Italian Studies program, a program with a huge Dante component. What a boost that would give to the enterprise.
Dante at Notre Dame: a match made in Paradiso.
A match, one might add, that would be a welcome relief after the controversy
swirling around President Obama's appearance at Notre Dame as commencement
speaker and honorary degree recipient in 2009. Nobody would be in the audience
yelling "baby killer" as Dante strides up to the podium. Here is someone who is both
high profile (at least in my circles) and not controversial. And as an extra bonus,
ceremonial academic regalia in the twenty-first century are practically indistinguishable from Dante's default outfits in the fourteenth. He would clearly look right at
home during the ceremony, and the university wouldn't have to pay for a rental gown
3
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(although no doubt some of the faculty marching in the procession and eyeing
Dante's headgear, that great pointy hat festooned with laurel leaves, would be
stricken with acute hat envy). Who could possibly object?
Who indeed? The ruckus might have begun with a small rumbling from the
Catholic League, which objected to Notre Dame's choice on the grounds that Dante,
author of the Divine Comedy, so clearly scornful of Church authority, showed himself to be nothing short of sacrilegious when he had the temerity to put popes in hell.
Whatever his reasons may have been in the fourteenth century, what kind of message
does this send to those who are so eager to defame the popes of our own time-like
those, for example, who on such flimsy evidence are so willing to condemn "our
beloved Pius XII, of sainted memory"? 1 The league called for an investigation and
asked a number of bishops who are generally sympathetic to their views to take up
their cause: to intervene, to object, and perhaps even to demand that Notre Dame
withdraw its invitation. The more they investigated, the more they uncovered. What
kind of a message is Dante sending when he has homosexual sinners and heterosexual sinners cavorting with each other-kissing each other, no less-as they repent
their sins on the final terrace in purgatory? What kind of repentance is that? What
kind of message does that send out about the sacredness of the family? And while the
bishops did not come right out and condemn Dante for this, they asked ("merely as
a question, you understand"): What kind of message is he sending when his guide
for two thirds of the poem is a pagan?
And so it began. Once the debate got going, it fed on itself, blew up to something
huge and ugly, and no one was able to find any easy way to resolve the issue. If Dante
gets to have his say at Notre Dame, the event won't be without hecklers, without
impassioned letters to the editor and to the president of Notre Dame about the
impropriety of the choice, or without select bishops fuming against the secularity of
this once-great Catholic university. There are some who are even calling Dante the
"C word": "He is nothing but a Cafeteria Catholic."
Back to reality: Many years ago, my friend and colleague Bill Cook and I were
giving some lectures on Dante at a Trappist monastery in Georgia. One of the monks
there-a hermit, no less-took me aside to tell me, with a slight but unmistakable
hint of unmonastic pride in his voice, that he reads the Divine Comedy cover to cover
every year during Lent. "Where else," he said, "can you find the entire faith laid out
in front of you with such clarity and power?" At the time he said it to me, it sounded
true, though I probably did not know enough about either Dante or the Catholic
Christian intellectual tradition to affirm or deny his assertion. I'm quite sure I still
don't. But thinking about this good monk's Lenten practice many years later, I have
from time to time asked myself what sort of evidence I might provide in support of
it. That is to say, what kind of case would I construct if I were to provide an inventory of my own? Wherein does Dante's exemplary status as an embodiment of the
Catholic Christian tradition reside?
My own experience in trying to figure out what Dante is all about has had a lot
to do with seeing his interface with many of the true giants of the Western Chris-
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tian tradition. To learn how Dante uses Augustine's Confessions as the model for the
Commedia's merging the epic tradition with the tradition of spiritual autobiography,
I needed to learn more about Augustine. To learn how Francis of Assisi becomes a
model and a guide for Dante the about-to-be exile, I had to learn more about Francis. And so on down a long list of figures: Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, PseudoDionysius, Benedict. . .. To say the obvious, the more I learned about these figures,
the more I learned about Dante. But the relationship between Dante and the giants
of tradition is reciprocal: One comes to know Dante better as one assimilates the
tradition, but one also comes to know and understand the tradition better through
reading Dante. I began to see that the more I came to know about Dante, the more
he had to tell me about the tradition that he had assimilated. That is to say, I first
began to intuit and then began to see it fleshed out that if one wanted a profound
encounter with Augustine, or Francis, or Thomas Aquinas, or-one could make this
a very long list-Dante would be an extraordinarily trustworthy guide, a wonderful
entry into their world, a magisterial teacher who both sees and transmits to his readers what is central to their vision. Dante, simply put, is a remarkably astute reader,
judge, and synthesizer. In this way, I can best translate the hermit-monk's appropriation of Dante into something that makes a lot of sense to me. Dante is in this sense,
as the hermit-monk proclaimed, a "summa'' of the Catholic Christian tradition.
Let me flesh this out a little bit in the case of Francis of Assisi, a figure with whom
I have spent a good deal of time both inside and outside the orbit of Dante. In Canto
11 of Paradiso, no less a figure than Thomas Aquinas, who is Dante the Pilgrim's
master of ceremonies in the Heaven of the Sun, clarifies a point that he had made
earlier about the need for Church reform by presenting an eighty-line biography of
Francis. Robert Hollander, a usually sober and measured critic, one certainly not
known for gushing, says the following about this Franciscan episode in the extensive
notes to his edition of the poem: "Dante has outdone himself ... Dante's addition
to existing Franciscan material is spectacularly original in its reworking of the basic
narrative found in Bonaventure and others." 2 Hollander articulates here a perception
that many other Dantists share but that has gone largely unnoticed by Franciscan
scholars: namely, that Dante is a good place to go to learn something about the
depth of the Franciscan moment. 3 Dante's portrait of Francis draws on a number
of sources, chiefly the life of Francis written by the greatest of the Franciscan theologian/philosophers, St. Bonaventure, but it is not precisely like any of them. It is
a brilliant model of compression and synthesis of a great many sources that is both
deeply traditional and startlingly fresh and original. Dante has managed to capture
the tenderness of the Poverello and at the same time articulates the theological meaning of his life. In Dante's version Francis is the apocalyptic Francis of Bonaventure,
the angel of the sixth seal, a rising sun bearing the seal of the living God, the herald
of a new age, a figure of renovatio for the Church. Dante's Francis is the cosmological Francis of the "Canticle of the Creatures," bringing into play Francis's own most
famous and most important writing and linking that Francis with the Platonized
Christian cosmology that structures the Paradiso. 4 It is a portrait that is at once both
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homey and mystical, and in his treatment of Francis's marriage to Lady Poverty,
Dante is both brilliant and subtle, highlighting poverty as both a key to understanding Francis and, more radically, a key to understanding all of Christian history. In
the process of so delineating Francis, he also lays the groundwork for his scathing
indictment of the wealth and corruption of the Church in his own time, an indictment that permeates the entire Commedia. We need to hold onto that understanding
of who Francis is. In this instance, at least, it seems as though orthodox Dante and
the prophetic/critical Dante can't easily be separated from each other.
Another major figure in the tradition and in the Commedia in whom that same
paradox is embodied is Bernard of Clairvaux. If he is not the same compelling figure as Francis of Assisi, if he is not as well known in our own time as he was in the
fourteenth century, or indeed in his own time (1090-1153), the fault is not Dante's,
since he has made Bernard his third and final guide in the Divine Comedy. Dante had
good reasons for doing so. He saw in Bernard a quintessential role model for what he
aspired to, the goal of the Commedia, which is nothing less than the direct encounter
with the Ineffable, which constitutes the final lines of the poem. The twelfth-century
Cistercian was considered an impeccable spokesman, perhaps the spokesman for the
contemplative tradition, his eighty-six sermons on the Song of Songs arguably the
most important document in embodying the movement toward God that constitutes
the Western medieval Christian mystical tradition. 5 Dante knew what he was doing
when he made Bernard his guide for the final approach: Bernard knew the territory.
But Bernard was also a role model for Dante in many other ways as well. He was a
theologian whose medium was poetry, and Dante pays homage to that aspect of Bernard by allowing him to present, in his own voice, the exquisite hymn to the virgin
that begins the final canto of the Commedia, a hymn that is in some ways a summary
of the whole of Paradiso. Bernard was also a crusader of sorts. 6 Though he did not
himself take part in the Second Crusade, an unlikely but not impossible role for a
contemplative monk in the Middle Ages, Bernard exhorted others to do so in the
most emphatic terms. The Second Crusade was launched in no small part as a result
of Bernard's preaching. The story has it that while preaching at Vezelay in 1 147, he
worked up such a fever for the crusade that men began to cut crusaders' badges out
of available cloth to put on themselves; when the cloth ran out, Bernard took off his
habit so that more badges could be made.
The crusade was a disaster, and Bernard in his later writings was forced to come to
grips with its failure. For Bernard, this meant refocusing his attention to the spiritual
ideal of a crusade as a journey toward inner transformation. This aspect of Bernard
is hardly insignificant for Dante; in Paradiso, Dante learns from his great-greatgrandfather Cacciaguida, who died while participating in the First Crusade, that he
too must become a crusader, albeit with the pen rather than with the sword. So here
too Bernard serves as a role model. In learning to spiritualize the very meaning of a
crusade, as Dante the Pilgrim does in the Heaven of Mars when he is given a kind of
battlefield commission to exercise his prophetic pen by his great-great-grandfather,
he is imitating Bernard. 7 To all these roles, and to others as well, must be added the
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fact that Bernard was a severe critic of the institutional Church. Among his most
important works, he wrote Five Books on Consideration, cast in the form of a letter of
advice to a former pupil of his, a monk who has since become Pope Eugenius II. Jean
Leclercq, perhaps Bernard's most important interpreter in modern times, has said of
this treatise that it is "the most virulent attack against the Roman curia ever written." 8
Those of us who are Dante groupies might beg to differ with Leclercq's choice,
but however the work is positioned, it anticipates with great specificity Dante's
critique of the papacy in its neglect of its spiritual mission and in its assimilation
of temporal concerns and temporal power. In Inferno 19, the canto of the simoniac
popes-popes guilty of buying and selling Church offices-Dante describes the
same evils, quotes many of the same biblical texts, and uses much of the same language as Bernard did almost two centuries earlier. No one has ever accused Bernard
of being a Cafeteria Catholic. Bernard is a figure about whom it might be said
with some justification that he was more Catholic than the pope. One significant
difference between Bernard and Dante is that Bernard was writing as a monk and
insider, using his position as the pope's former mentor and superior as a powerful
rhetorical ploy to defuse the seeming presumption implicit in criticizing the visible
head of Western Christendom and thus to deflect potential criticism. Dante by contrast is both a layman and an exile, an outsider twice over. But however much that
difference might highlight the gutsiness of Dante's assault, the fact is that Bernard
provides a model for Dante that reminds us that prophetic denunciation is part of
an ongoing tradition that goes back to the Hebrew prophets, a tradition that allows
Dante too-the Dante whose very exile was due to his opposition to a pope-to
consider himself no less than Bernard as someone writing from within the Church
as one of its most loyal sons, rather than as an outsider looking in. Moreover, the
contours of Bernard's work speak to Dante in another way as well. On Consideration
is much more than a prophetic critique that happens to have been written by a contemplative. It is a prophetic critique that is also a contemplative text, a work that
interweaves action and contemplation, exactly as Bernard did throughout his own
life, exactly as Dante is attempting to do in the Commedia. As part of a carefully
articulated strategy, the two most notable contemplatives that Dante the Pilgrim
meets in the Heaven of Saturn in the Paradiso, St. Benedict and St. Peter Damian,
are not only notable Church reformers, they are presented to the Pilgrim in their
role as Church reformers, figures whose contemplative lives gave them the necessary
perspective and the requisite authority in their reform of the Church. They too, as
Bernard does, provide the Pilgrim with role models for the top-to-bottom reform
of the Church that Dante is asked to proclaim by no less than St. Peter himself a
little later on in the Paradiso. Book V of On Consideration, a consideration of"those
things which are above us," is in point of fact one of the key contemplative texts in
the entire Bernardine corpus, and exhibits many of the same qualities as his more
obviously contemplative texts such as his Sermons on the Song of Songs. It is exactly
to the point, for Bernard and for Dante, that the two-the prophetic and the contemplative-cannot be separated.
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Dante's appropriation of these two iconic figures of the Western Christian tradition, Francis of Assisi and Bernard of Clairvaux, is instructive: He sees them both as
models of orthodoxy and daringly subversive prophets of reform. It is perhaps the
case then that those who want to make Dante the poster boy for orthodoxy often
have a kind of predetermined and perhaps too narrow view of what that orthodoxy
might mean. There is a recent trend in Dante studies, by way of contrast, that
treats his theology with the utmost seriousness, simultaneously emphasizing how
extraordinarily daring and challenging Dante's theology really is. In a thoughtful and
wide-ranging introduction to his translation of Dante's Paradiso, Robin Kirkpatrick
presents some useful ways to think about the theology that informs the Paradiso:
"We should not expect of the Paradiso," he tells us, "merely a record of theological
belief in the Middle Ages, but a reinterpretation or rediscovery of Christian belief,
bearing the stamp of Dante's own intellectual interests, and equally, displaying an
emotional and imaginative response to the specific issues that have engaged his interest throughout the Commedia." 9 And again:
The Paradiso, then, should not be viewed (as it sometimes is) as a series of dutiful sermons or devout rehearsals of received ideas. Rather, it is an intellectually impassioned
search for coherence, and in that sense, it is perhaps the most deeply personal of all three
cantiche of the Commedia. Yet it is an essential part of faith to recognize that coherence
is not the product of any single mind, or even of humanity at large, but a gift of God
which displays itself in many voices other than one's own. The Paradiso is therefore also
a profoundly joyous recognition of a multitude of voices that conjoin and collaborate (as
Dante represents them) with the poet's own in exploring and declaring, as they unfold,
the life as well as the doctrine of Christian belief. 10

There is much to ponder in this description. Because there is such a multitude of
theological voices in the Commedia and in the Paradiso particularly, it is important
to remind ourselves of the danger of taking any one voice as somehow the most
representative, the most essential summary of where the poet stands. There is a
huge resurgence of interest in the theological implications of the Commedia, but a
great deal of that interest is concerned with exploring the intersection of poetry and
theology, along with the recognition of just how daring Dante's particular version of
the marriage of theology to poetry actually is. 11 Those who want to see Dante as a
poster child for orthodoxy-or for heterodoxy, for that matter-usually have a predetermined view of what such a position might entail, and then go about showing
how Dante fits or does not fit into it. It begs the question, assuming that we already
know what we mean when we use the terms orthodoxy and heterodoxy. It also makes
an implicit assumption that the poem is accurately read as a series of propositions
that can be taken as proof texts.
Dante's poem, on the contrary, helps us to figure out what the terms mean, always
forcing us to see that they mean more than we think they mean. The poem constantly and relentlessly pushes us to go beyond where we thought we were. Dante
shows us how propositions are a useful tool, in some sense a useful starting point, but
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they are valuable only to the extent that they lead us deeper into mystery-which is
to say, they are paths that provide a direction. Dante's poem presents, among other
things, a model for transformation in which the Pilgrim's journey, a model for the
journey of the reader, embodies and imagines continually new ways of seeing. One
can never stop and say, OK, here it is, here is what it means to be orthodox (or
conversely, here is what it means to be a rebel); to read Dante this way would be a
kind of idolatry, taking propositional language or the propositions embedded in that
language as the end of the journey rather than as a guide for the journey. Orthodoxy
is not an end. It is a means to an end.
Let us go back for a minute to the "multitude of voices" that constitute the
poem and look at them from a particular angle. If nothing else is obvious from the
fact that Dante's guide for two thirds of the poem is Virgil, Dante's encounter with
the classical and pagan past is massively insistent throughout the poem. We need
to pay very close attention to the fact that so many of the voices that Dante listens to, assimilates, re-creates, repositions, reinterprets, and responds to are pagan
voices. Virgil's is simply the most obvious, but there are so many that one needs
to take into account what this might mean from a theological perspective-that
is to say, from the perspective of orthodoxy. We need, for example, to ponder the
implications of the fact that in Christian hell, in the Inferno that Dante creates, the
categories-the major division of sins into incontinence, violence, and fraud-are
not Christian in origin but are ultimately derived from Plato's conception of the
virtues. Virgil may leave Dante as an official guide in Paradiso, but Dante's dependency on classical sources, present throughout, continues through the final third
of the poem: The conspicuous frequent allusions to the poetry of Ovid is one of
the most distinguishing characteristics of the final canticle. Aristotle is called "the
master of those who know" early on in the poem (Inferno 4.132), and his thought
too is massively present in the way that Dante thinks and organizes. Dante thus
actively participates in the debate over the value of explicitly non-Christian knowledge to a Christian, a debate almost as old as Christianity itself, a debate whose
parameters were formulated at the end of the second century by the North African
Latin Church Father Tertullian, who famously asked, "What has Athens to do with
Jerusalem?" It is a debate that resurfaces in every era of Christian history. It is also
a debate that gets to the heart of the issues in this essay because it helps define
and clarify two very different views, two very different positions, about the very
meaning of orthodoxy.
In order to see what is at issue here, I would like to take a brief detour and look at
the way the debate played itself out somewhere between Dante's time and our own:
in China in the 16th century. In his insightful survey The Story of Christianity, the
Orthodox (that is to say, Eastern Orthodox) theologian David Bentley Hart writes
the following:
And the Jesuit missionaries in China that began in 1582 were originally models of
peaceful intellectual and cultural exchange in large part because the most remarkable
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m1ss1onaries to China-Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and Michele Ruggieri (15431607)-wished to aid in the creation of a genuinely Chinese Christianity, in harmony
with the native forms of piety and philosophy, and as untainted by "Europeanism" as
possible. Ricci was especially drawn to Confucianism (the dominant tradition among
the rich and educated) through which he believed that divine truth had made itself
known to the Chinese from ancient times. Ruggieri, by contrast, was drawn to Taoism
(which flourished more among persons of lower estate) and believed that it was principally under the form of the Tao that a knowledge of God's eternal Logos had entered
China. This difference occasionally caused tension between the two men's converts, but
both Ricci and Ruggieri passionately believed in the presence of a "primordial revelation"
in Chinese tradition, and that the philosophical and spiritual riches of that tradition
might one day-as had once happened with the traditions of Greece and Rome-be
assumed into a new cultural synthesis. 12

What is at stake here is perhaps more subtle than might first appear. The analogy
with the traditions of Greece and Rome that Hart makes at the end of this quote,
the very traditions that Dante explores and exploits to an unparalleled degree in
the Commedia, might serve as a reminder that what seems obvious and inevitable
in retrospect-the incorporation of classical modes of thought and expression into
Christianity-was both problematic and daring at the time. And for good reasons.
The incorporation of so much of the classical patrimony into Christianity took away
the easy assurance that we know and have always known what we mean when we
speak of Christian mysteries, that they are somehow locked in to what we already
know, because classical modes of thought were called into service in the very formulation of these mysteries. It is easier to see the shock waves such a synthesis could
have produced by focusing on the relatively unknown territory of China: Ricci and
Ruggieri are not simply claiming that there are certain non-Christian (in this case
Chinese) truths that are compatible with Christianity and can therefore be used as a
starting point to Christianize a non-Christian culture. The full logic of their position
is more fundamental than that. It was already brought out in that earlier debate over
the usefulness of the classical tradition.
One of the most important contributions to that debate is that of St. Augustine
in Book 7 of the Confessions. There, he describes the shock of recognition that comes
to him in his reading of the Platonist philosophers, when he discovers in them basic
truths of Christianity. He makes the daring claim that the reading of these texts was
an absolutely necessary if not sufficient step in his own conversion to Christianity.
Augustine is thus proposing that bringing the truths of another culture into dialogue
with Christianity not only provides someone coming to Christianity with an easier
access to understanding what Christianity is all about, by analogies and ideas from
his own culture; these truths also expand the understanding of Christianity for those
who are already inside its tent, showing Christianity itself to be something larger
and more comprehensive than had previously been experienced. Once the Platonists
have been accepted, Greek philosophy opens up a wider and more comprehensive
understanding of Christian mysteries than was previously available. It takes an en-
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counter with the other to tell us who we are, to see things about us that we could
not see for ourselves. Thus, getting back to the examples of Ricci and Ruggieri, it
is not simply Confucian culture or Taoist culture that is changed in the process of
being Christianized. It is Christian culture as well. This is indeed a daring position,
and it is not without meaning for this study that the positions of Ricci and Ruggieri
were rejected a century later in a series of papal decrees, promulgated under the influence of Franciscan and Dominican missionaries "who saw such rites as inherently
heathen, idolatrous, and even demonic." 13
Dante's exceedingly open, generous, and generative construal of this question
puts him in line with Origen, with the Augustine of the Confessions, with Thomas
Aquinas, and with key figures in the Byzantine tradition; and it pits him squarely
against Tertullian (the second-century North African presbyter who first formulated
the question), against many of the Protestant reformers, against many strands of
conservative Catholic and Protestant factions today, and surely against all strands of
fundamentalist Christianity today. Depending on where one stands in this debate,
one has a very different answer to the question of what it means to be orthodox.
Where Dante stands is clear. Orthodoxy demands that we constantly look for better
ways to get the answer.
Polemics over the question of orthodoxy today suggest that it is possible to be
more Catholic than the pope. It is very interesting to note that Dante has had some
surprising allies in modern times, or at least surprising if we remind ourselves that,
at least by percentage, the profession that was most likely to land one in Dante's hell
was pope. Indeed, if one takes into account the fact that only one pope can occupy
the chair of St. Peter at a time, popes have an astonishingly bad track record in the
Divine Comedy. This fact notwithstanding, popes in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries have really liked Dante. Indeed, external evidence that might be cited for
the orthodoxy of Dante is the good press he has received from the Vatican in no
fewer than two popes Benedict. Pope Benedict XV honored Dante with his very
own encyclical letter, In Praeclara Summorum, promulgated on April 30, 1921; more
recently Benedict XVI (pope from 2005-2013) honored Dante by citing the Commedia, more specifically the ending of Paradiso, as a key source for his first encyclical,
Deus Caritas Est. I keep wanting to say: Haven't you guys been paying attention?
Look at how Dante has returned the favor. The actual words of the earlier Benedict
are about as complimentary as it can get. Benedict XV states: "[l]t has seemed most
opportune to Us to speak to you all, beloved children, to show even more clearly
than before the intimate union of Dante with this chair of Peter, and how the praises
showered on that distinguished name necessarily redound in no small measure to the
honour of the Catholic Church." 14
How does Benedict's encomium, and more important his presenting Dante as
a kind of papal champion, mesh with the fact that there are more popes who are
dammed in Dante's Comedy than who are saved? However disconcerting, there is
nothing that is especially unorthodox about Dante's decision-making process from
a strictly theological perspective: Christian tradition has been clear that one is not
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saved by the office one holds, however exalted. Holders of any office, even the highest, are not thereby excused from their sins. Looking back at it from a distance of
seven hundred years, one might be tempted to say no more than that Dante had
good taste in popes. There is a sense, in other words, in which the encyclical gets
it exactly right: To the extent that the chair of Peter has the capacity to absorb the
prophetic denunciations of a fourteenth-century Jeremiah and to use that denunciation as an opportunity for self-criticism, the Catholic Church is indeed honored by
the praises showered on Dante.
But a close reading of the encyclical would not present much evidence that this
is what Benedict XV had in mind; he does not seem to be responding with either
this level of engagement or this level of understanding. More likely the encyclical is
to some extent the playing out of a scenario articulated by Christian Moevs in his
important study of Dante's metaphysics: "That in our time the Comedy (at least in
Italy) is the glory of Catholic literature does not mean that it is better understood,
but probably that it is less understood: its revelatory challenge has been defused and
accommodated within convention and accepted ideas." 15
As a kind of gloss to Moevs's appraisal, it is interesting to observe that in his encyclical, Benedict XV quotes as frequently from Dante's Monarchy as he does from the
Commedia. Given the scathing indictment of papal theory, papal prerogatives, and
papal practices in the Monarchy, not to mention the fact that the Monarchy-unlike
the Commedia-has had a long and distinguished career on the Catholic index of
forbidden books, one cannot help but think that Benedict's citations are selective
enough to be best understood as an "accommodation" in the sense that Moevs is
using the word, which is to say they do not come to terms with anything like the
full frontal assault that Dante is making on the spiritual crisis of his own time, and
by extension on a complacent institutional Christianity of any time, whether in the
Monarchy or in the Commedia. 16 I would argue that Dante is orthodox to the very
degree that he is subversive-at least, subversive in terms of "a complacent institutional Christianity."
I think it is fair to say that at least some of the force of the original impact Dante's
attitude toward the papacy might be recaptured if we imagine the numbers and
kinds of people who would be coming after Dante if he were our contemporary
and tried to pull a stunt like that: suggesting that more popes are damned than are
saved, and using the texts of the popes of the latter half of the twentieth century as
his proof. One might want to argue that the papacy has cleaned up its act in recent
times. Whatever one thinks of, let us say, the issues swirling around the papacy of
Pius XII with respect to his putative accommodations with Nazism, or of the various scandals coming to light in the latter stages John Paul II's reign, a time when
ecclesiastical approbation, not to say aid and comfort, was given to perpetrators of
some pretty horrendous deeds, not many would want to say that these were not men
of genuine personal piety. Would that have tilted the balance for Dante in the other
direction, so that they would be like the figure of the emperor Constantine, whose
place in Paradise comes in spite of the huge damage his actions caused? (See Paradiso,
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20.55-59.) Who can say? Certainly there are those of us who would want Dante to
come back if for no other reason than to design an appropriately apt infernal punishment for those members of the Catholic hierarchy who knowingly participated
in the cover-up of the child abuse by priests that remains a terrible scandal in the
Church today. Who better?
A useful parallel to the singularity of Dante can be found in the career of Thomas
Merton, the prolific Cistercian monk who has, appropriately for this study, been
compared by Jean Leclercq to his twelfth-century monastic predecessor Bernard
of Clairvaux. Merton is someone who is recognized as one of the great spiritual
masters of the twentieth century, even as he has been regarded with great suspicion
in certain quarters. As Dante spoke from the margins of exile, Merton spent much
time not only speaking from but also reaffirming his marginal position as a monk.
One of the most useful studies of Merton's project, as Merton himself understood it,
is that of his former student and fellow Cistercian monk John Eudes Bamberger. 17
A very brief synopsis of his take on Merton suggests some useful and appropriate
comparisons with Dante, to demonstrate how his career provides a parallel to Dante
and the Commedia.
Bamberger shows how Merton's reaction to the Latin theological manuals that
formed the basis of theological study for the monks in his order was to respond with
a different kind of logic,
the logic of symbolism, of experience, of life itself Such a manner of organizing material
and thinking can seem very tidy and even invalid to those formed in a more technical
and scientific world . ... The more literary, contemplative approach of the patristic style
that Merton preferred and employed in his own classes represented a radical change of
mentality; indeed, it required being formed to a new culture. It was not merely a question of using different texts and authors, but of cultivating a taste for another way of
thinking. 18

Dante responded to the Latin scholastic tradition by providing something like the
same radical transformation, a poem-written in the vernacular, no less, rather than
in the Latin that heretofore would have marked it out as a serious work-that dared
to make the kind of metaphysical claims that were taken to be the province of theology and philosophy. 19 Dante too was interested in forming a new culture, one that
is easy to misunderstand and paradoxically, given Dante's canonical status, easy to
underestimate. The point to be made is that from the perspective of the old guard,
what Merton was proposing was new and radical and scary and therefore unorthodox. The parallel is that what Dante was proposing can also be looked at by one so
inclined as new and radical and scary and therefore unorthodox. To the degree that
he has become the wrong kind of icon, it is easy to forget that Dante is scary-at
least if we are reading him right-but that scariness should not be construed as a lack
of commitment to the central truths of his tradition.
What about that commencement address? The Notre Dame hierarchy figured that
it would be better to take the grief, as they had done previously with Obama. They
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reasoned that none of the "stop the heretic" campaigns had really gained enough
momentum to offset the embarrassment of caving in to the pressure, and so they
decided to let him talk, more out of pragmatism than principle, and let the chips fall
where they may. Commencement addresses in any case tend toward the bland and
banal. But at the last minute, just as Dante was striding to the podium to address
the graduates, his robes flowing in a light breeze, something in the wiring system
at the stadium went cuckoo, shorted out, and rocketed him back to the Empyrean,
where he had been blissfully contemplating the Divine Presence after spending a
couple of hundred well-earned years in the Terrace of the Proud in purgatory. A lot
of people in high places were not unhappy with this turn of events. It made for an
exciting story on the six o'clock news, but more to the point, the higher up the food
chain, the greater the sense of relief, because the rumors had been slowly but steadily
spreading that he had decided to bag the safe, conventional cheerleading/advice to
the graduates/hortatory commencement address and present himself in the role that
he had perfected during his previous sojourn on Earth: He had decided once again to
play the prophet. And he had found, it was rumored, plenty of targets. The problem
was that Dante had always been, as the Commedia gives ample testimony, a "name
names" kind of guy, and the few short weeks that he had been around were more
than enough time to put real targets in his gun sights or, to piggyback on one of
Dante's own images, for the arrow of his ingenio, his talent. Bishops were on edge because of the sex abuse scandal, politicians for their cozying up to big money. Indeed,
we were all a little nervous, expecting him to indict us all for our massive failure of
ben comune, the common good, in our political life and civic life, which is to say our
systematic refusal to put the common good ahead of power, of party, and of self. All
he would have to do was to rewrite a couple of passages from Inferno I 0, putting in
some contemporary names. But no, it turns out he had a different target. The notes
that his advance man had placed on the podium were gathered up, and before they
were whisked away to a vault somewhere in the bowels of the Hesburgh Library for
safekeeping, rumor has it that some unauthorized person or persons caught a glimpse
of them. It seems that his target was going to be the university itself. A prophet is not
without honor, except in his own country. A prophet is also a lot easier to take when
he is seven hundred years old and directing his righteous indignation elsewhere. This
was hitting too close to home.
In some Catholic circles today, all it takes to get labeled a Cafeteria Catholic is
to disagree with pronouncements that come from the pope or, even more generally,
from the Vatican. Dante went a lot farther than that; a fierce opponent of the entire
papal agenda in his day, he fought this agenda with righteous indignation and all
the force his sublime poetry could muster. His accusations are far reaching: Popes
are wolves in shepherds' clothing, as he puts it in Paradiso (Par. 27.55), not only
using their power for political purposes but using the spiritual resources at their
disposal-excommunication, for example-for political purposes. Dante would be
criticized if he were writing today for saying the very same things that he was saying
seven centuries ago, even though he is considered an icon of orthodoxy from within
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some of the same circles who were the targets of that very criticism: That is an interesting paradox. It is much easier to cut some slack to someone whose strong stands
were on issues that have faded into history. But Dante remains, in the best sense, a
dangerous and subversive writer, one who can be domesticated to fit an agenda only
at the cost of greatly underinterpreting and underestimating him. We should not
allow ourselves to do this.

NOTES
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Pius's silence was a consequence of prudence or of anti-Semitism. In Saints and Sinners: A History ofthe Popes (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 3rd ed., 2006), Eamon Duffy gives
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2. Dante Alighieri, Paradiso, trans. Jean Hollander and Robert Hollander, introduction
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the importance of Dante for Francis. See William R. Cook and Ronald B. Herzman, "What
Dante Learned from St. Francis," in Dante and the Franciscans, ed. Santa Casciana (Leiden:
Brill, 2005), 113-40.
4. For this aspect of Francis in Dance, see Ronald B. Herzman, "Dance and the Apocalypse," in The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. R. K. Emmerson and Bernard McGinn
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1992), 398-413.
5. For Bernard, see Bernard McGinn, The Presence of God: A History a/Western Christian
Mysticism, vol. 2, The Growth ofMysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1994), 158-224.
6. For Bernard as poet, see McGinn, The Presence of God, 163.
7. For Bernard's reevaluation of his own earlier crusading zeal, see Jean Leclercq, "Introduction ," in Bernard of Clairvaux: Selected Works, trans. G. R. Evans (New York: Paulist Press,
1987), 52-57.
8. Leclercq, "Introduction," 25.
9. Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy 3: Paradiso, trans. and ed. Robin Kirkpatrick
(New York: Penguin, 2007), xxiii.
10. Alighieri, The Divine Comedy 3, xxxiv.
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Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew W Traherne, eds., Dante's Commedia: Theology as Poetry
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14. The text of chis encyclical can be found at www.papalencyclicals.net/Ben 15/
bl 5summo.hcm.
15. Christian Moevs, The Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 175. Earlier in his study, Moevs formulates the issue as follows: '"Revelation' (the
'unveiling of Christ') is by definition radical, and perhaps most radical to chose most committed to promulgating it, because as Dante himself seems to have discovered, to promulgate it
can be to defuse a world-shattering bomb into a sec of ideas .... Its spiritual inefficacy could
not be more evident than among Dame's greedy, quarrelsome, and murderous contemporaries, most of whom would have blithely professed allegiance to all the articles of Christian
belief" (11).
16. Some of the issues connected to Dante's relation to the Church have been described
by Maria Picchio Simonelli, 'Tinquisizione e Dance: alcuni osservazioni," Dante Studies 97
(1979): 129-49. For Dame's relationship to Boniface VIII, the pope who sac on che chair of
Sc. Peter in 1300, che fictional dace of Dame's pilgrimage, see Ronald B. Herzman and William A. Stephany, "Dance and che Frescoes at Santi Quattro Coronaci," Speculum 87, no. 1
(2012): 95-146.
17. John Eudes Bamberger, Thomas Merton: Prophet ofRenewal (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 2005).
18. Bamberger, Thomas Merton, 43.
19. For the extent of Dame's claims, see Moevs, whose examination of Dame's metaphysical presuppositions passim opens the reader to the great daring of the Commedia.
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Graham Greene, Believing Skeptic
Darren J. N. Middleton

Kreuzer: No, I don't believe. Sometimes I doubt my disbelief."
-Greene 1985, 106
Sometimes an unsettled, inquisitive approach to theology appears far better for the
soul than an established, unquestioning method; and, raising religious doubts need
not signify a falling away from grace. Graham Greene (1904-1991) upheld both
notions, as recent scholars testify, and throughout his life he believed that faith was
a pilgrimage, however errant (Bosco 2005; Brennan 2010; Gilvary and Middleton
2011; Hill 2001, 2008). The cultural critic Pico Iyer puts it this way:
He [Greene] knew how co keep alive the demands and intensity of faith, by nor really being pare of any congregation, yet refusing co stake our the easy ground of a nonbeliever.
He saw that he was in part the schoolmaster whose face he surely recognized whenever
he caught his blurred features in a train window-and a boy committed co forging his
own way in opposition co that schoolmaster, his father. Life would and could be spent
in movement, in process, not settling co any fixity or doctrine, but sensing that the human challenge was something much more profound and unassimilable. So much so, in
fact, that even saints might despair of figuring out the riddle and the ache. (2012, 74)
This chapter explores Greene's theological convictions, which were always evolving but nonetheless coalesce and show his work to be the art form of his anguished
yearning for God. I focus on his understanding of doubt's relationship to faith, his
theological anthropology, and his troubling images of God. Allegedly scandalous
thoughts attend such beliefs, as we will see, and yet I think Greene's views contribute
to Christian efforts at rethinking faith's meaning in the twenty-first century. In the
last analysis I view him as a believing skeptic, a member of "the tribe of Thomas,"
17
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because he probed the religious assumptions of his day-sometimes with controversial consequences-and yet still professed faith in the divine. This is no small virtue.

LIFE AND LITERARY ART
Graham Greene was born the fourth of six children in 1904 in the county of Hertfordshire in England (R. Greene 2007; Griffiths 2010; Sherry 1989, 1994, 2004;
Sinyard 2003; West 1997). Shortly after his father was appointed headmaster at
Berkhamsted School in 1911 , Greene grew exceedingly ill and acutely depressed. At
only sixteen, he entered an intense period of psychoanalysis and underwent a sixmonth convalescence in London. In 1922, he went up to Oxford, where he spent
three years reading history. There he edited the Oxford Outlook, flirted with membership in the Communist Party, published some experimental verse, formed important
friendships, and met Vivien Dayrell-Browning, his future wife. After graduation,
Greene worked as a journalist in Nottingham. Upon taking catechism classes from
Father Trollope, he converted to Catholicism in 1926 and a year later married
Dayrell-Browning-two of the most momentous occasions of his life. At this point,
he accepted a job working with the staff of the Times newspaper in London. His first
novel, The Man Within, was published in 1929, prompting him to leave journalism
to concentrate on travel and writing. Always somewhat restive, Greene satiated his
wanderlust, not to mention his desire for copy, by traveling to places such as Burgundy, Cologne, Sweden, and West Africa; later critics have followed in Greene's
footsteps, keen to locate the source(s) of his political and theological wisdom (Smith
2000; Butcher 2010). While Greene produced several critically acclaimed novels,
travelogues, movie scripts, and somewhat controversial film reviews between 1931
and 1937, the 1938 publication of Brighton Rock garnered the attention of numerous
Christian readers, clergy and laity alike.
The first of four so-called Catholic novels, Brighton Rock chronicles the fallout
from gangland warfare in an English coastal town at Whitsuntide, and it plays with
the contentious idea that God's limitless mercy reaches down and saves those whom
we are tempted to believe irredeemable, beyond salvation, or outside the official
range of divine sympathy. Greene's travels through Mexico, which he undertook in
1937-1938, inspired his portrayal of an irreverent priest hunted down by God and
the state in The Power and the Glory (1940). And his 1942-1943 tour of duty in
Sierra Leone for MI6, the British Secret Intelligence Service, shaped The Heart ofthe
Matter (1948), which addresses the thorny issue of suicide as a mortal sin. Greene
outlined The End of the Affair (1951), the last installment in this Catholic tetralogy,
on Capri in 1948. Although some critics see this novel as a vocational fulcrum, a
text that marks the end of Greene's concern with the Catholic novel, after which he
became preoccupied with political novels, there are others who argue that Greene
may best be understood as an enduring Catholic novelist with pre- and post-Vatican
II impulses (Miller 1990, 90; Bosco 2005). Additional scholars think that we would
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Greene died in 1991 in Vevey, Switzerland, and he lies buried in Cimetiere des Montsde-Corsier, which some see as a pilgrimage site, especially for all those who, like
Greene, are unable to subscribe to traditional Christian doctrine but who nevertheless
remain religious.
Photo taken by Darren Middleton

do well to set aside all religious and political readings and, instead, learn to see how
Greene's illicit romance with Catherine Walston holds the key that unlocks the door
to this novel's meaning (Cash 2000). More recent commentators think it is time to
abandon Greene's biography, to leave off analyzing his life, and to return to his writing (Bergonzi 2006; Thomson 2009).
Later travels in Indochina, Kenya, Vietnam, Cuba, Haiti, the United States, and
Argentina yielded experiences that Greene wove into the fabric of his political novels,
such as The Quiet American (1955), Our Man in Havana (1958), The Comedians
(1966), and The Honorary Consul (1973). Throughout the 1970s and into the early
1980s Greene wrote several plays, a number of novels, and two autobiographies, but
ill health in the late 1980s forced him to ration his literary output. Greene died in
1991 in Vevey, Switzerland, and he lies buried in Cimetiere des Monts-de-Corsier,
which some see as a pilgrimage site, especially for all those who, like Greene, are
unable to subscribe to traditional Christian doctrine but who nevertheless remain
religious (Middleton 2009).
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A THEOLOGY OF FURIOUS DOUBTS
Understanding Graham Greene involves considerable struggle. Perhaps this is
because his character seems so paradoxical, even ironic. In many of his recorded
interviews, for example, Greene comes across as a taciturn man both haunted and
fortified by an inner core of faith and doubt, of self-interest and self-effacement,
and ofloyalty and disloyalty (Allain 1983; Cassis 1994; Donaghy 1992). He looks
for evidence of humanity in what most of us would think of as inhuman characters.
Moreover, he seems to believe that sin contains within itself the seeds of saintliness
and that authentic faith pulses at the heart of the unconventionally pious. Ostensibly
able to coagulate numerous contradictions within his own embattled soul, Greene
divides his allegiances without any anxiety-except, of course, in his fiction-and he
consistently loiters on what the poet Robert Browning famously calls "the dangerous
edge of things" (1895, 353).
Under Browning's influence, Greene cultivated an intoxicating zeal to honor the
conflicting emotions that swirl and rage within us, struggling for our unbroken
attention-impulses like faith and doubt (1971, 84-85). Faith may best be understood as troubled commitment, according to Greene, and this overlay has a personal
history, one that begins with Greene's conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1926,
when he took the spiritual name of the doubting disciple Thomas (1971, 120-21;
Allain 1983, 145). Greene the Doubter went on to model a faith marked by skepticism and distrust. He viewed the doctrine of the Trinity as the end product of bad
mathematical reasoning, for example, and although he was intrigued by the scholarly
quest for the historical Jesus, he abhorred academic attempts to demythologize the
Bible, especially the Johannine account ofJesus's physical resurrection (Allain 1983,
158-59). He disliked the concept of sin, moreover, and he disbelieved in traditional
Christian eschatology. Addressing Brighton Rock's controversial ending, Greene explains:
I wanted to make people believe he [Pinkie] was a sufficiencly evil person almost to
justify the notion of Hell. I wanted to introduce a doubt of Pinkie's future in the words
of the priest, who speaks of the appalling strangeness of the mercy of God, a doubt
whether even a man like that could possibly merit eternal punishment. It is appalling,
the strangeness. Because the mercy of God obviously is operating in some inexplicable
fashion even with the gas ovens of Auschwitz. In fact, I wanted to throw doubt on Hell
altogether. (Donaghy 1992, 57; also see Allain 1983, 151)

Casting doubts often inclined Greene to proceed from traditional Christianity's doctrinal center and toward the so-called permissible edges of theological speculation,
what we might call the borderlands of belief and unbelief, where papal censors roam
(Godman 2001; Schloesser 2000). Such liminality eventually became normative for
Greene, the novelist with a fondness for Mark 9:24 (Cassis 1994, 420). "He habitually regarded doubt and skepticism rather than blind faith as the natural human
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Can a seemingly irredeemable murderer go to heaven? Pinkie (Richard Attenborough)
plots to seduce, marry, and then kill Rose (Carol Marsh) in John Boulting's Brighton
Rock (1947). Along with Terrence Rattigan, Graham Geene wrote the screenplay for this
cinematic adaptation of his novel; Rowan Joffe remade the film in 2011, electing to set
the story in 1964 rather than in 1947.
Photo courtesy of Charter Films

perspective upon matters of religious devotion," Michael Brennan observes (2010,
8). Yvonne Cloetta, Greene's longtime companion, agrees:
No he [Greene] didn't really have that [calm assurance]. It was rather more like the state
of mind of the poet [Miguel de] Unamuno, whom he admired and whom he felt close
to in his paradoxical search for God. He quoted him, notably in Wtiys ofEscape [Greene's
second autobiography], and I often heard him say, "Those who believe that they believe
in God, but without passion in their hearts, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, without an element of despair in them, in their consolation, believe only in the 'God' idea, not in God Himself." I sometimes used to discuss this, after
Graham's death, with my friend the priest Alberto Huerta. It was something Graham
himself felt. It could equally well apply to him, too. (2005, 195)

This said, Greene always appeared grateful when something or someone, like the
Italian stigmatic Padre Pio, stimulated one or more doubts in his disbelief (Allain
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1983, 147; Thomson 2006, 121-45; Duran 1994). In short, Greene was a "Catholic
agnostic" (Cassis 1994, 435-58). And this paradoxical label denotes a way of experiencing life that is both loyal and disloyal to the official teachings of the Church-an
unsettled, quizzical approach to any and all authorized patterns of Christian faith
and practice. Greene was particularly impatient with theologians such as Anselm
and Aquinas, for example, who spent their time intellectualizing not only God's existence but also God's nature and activity. Any attempt to conceptualize the divine,
especially divine providence, yields little or no positive result, because life is replete
with those inexplicable moments that reason appears powerless to explain, Greene
holds (1971, 120-21).
Quiet, placid faith seldom appears in Greene's fiction; rather, rivulets of religiosity
become a raging torrent that sweeps away the secular hopes and fears of his fallible,
ambivalent characters, like Querry in A Burnt-Out Case or Bendrix in The End ofthe
Affair. Also consider Father Quixote, the monsignor errant, whose playful yet still
unorthodox attempt to explain divine Trinitarianism using three wine bottles leaves
him religiously and emotionally spent, feeling like a sinner or a heretic, someone
unworthy to serve as a priest (Greene 1982, 49-50). His faith is born of anguish.
And his uncertainties are nimble:
The Mayor put his hand for a moment on Father Quixote's shoulder, and Father Quixote could feel the electricity of affection in the touch. It's odd, he thought, as he steered
Rocinante with undue caution round a curve, how sharing a sense of doubt can bring
men together perhaps even more than sharing a faith. The believer will fight another
believer over a shade of difference; the doubter fights only with himself. (1982, 55)

Even Greene's nonfiction-his reportage, book reviews, and essays-shows someone fighting with himself, unable to let sleeping dogmas lie. Writing in his introduction to Articles of Faith: The Collected Tablet journalism of Graham Greene, Ian
Thomson describes such unblinking spiritual scrutiny: "John Cornwell's celebrated
interview with the novelist for the Tablet in 1989 ('Why I Am Still a Catholic') suggests an eighty-five-year-old who was troubled by theological doubts but still dogged
by the possibility of God" (2006, ix). To his dying day Greene sensed the Hound of
Heaven on his trail, yet he never stopped preaching fallibility-a theology of furious
doubts, not unlike at least two other writers of the last century, Nikos Kazantzakis
and R. S. Thomas, with whom Greene may be favorably compared (Donaghy 1992,
171; Middleton 2010).

GRANDEUR AND MISERY
Evidence suggests Graham Greene upheld humankind's grandeur and misery, or,
the way divine mercy and human folly commingle within our lives. Not black and
white, Greene insists, human nature is black and gray, which entails that both good
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and evil can always find a place in our hearts. We are suspended between wretchedness and holiness, he says, and thus we are marked by an intricate duality that stains
and pains us and from which we desperately seek some way of escape. Greene's life
displays such traits, and his fiction bristles with examples of this tortured, existential
struggle (Allain 1983, 15-43). Consider Scobie, Greene's symbol of fragmented consciousness in The Heart of the Matter, who feels torn between the competing values
of pity and pride, or else Alden Pyle, Greene's symbol of innocence and experience in
The Quiet American, who feels caught on the borderland between na"ive intrusiveness
and informed engagement, never sure exactly which way to turn. Pyle and Scobie
are anxious characters, and for Greene, anxiety-the precondition of sin-occurs
when we realize the almost numberless moral and spiritual dilemmas in any day's
course. Such dilemmas appear to transcend us, exerting some hold on the way we
live; they seem to chase us down, to nip at our heels. Many of us feel pursued, Greene
avers, by conscience, by others, and especially by God. We possess an awareness that
something or someone hunts us, like a bloodhound chasing after prized quarry. One
thinks here of Frances Andrews, the smuggler in Greene's The Man Within, who
spends most of his beleaguered life running from fellow smugglers as well as from
himself, particularly his past. And then Pinkie, the embodiment of wanton malevolence in Brighton Rock, who feels cornered both by Ida Arnold, his avenging angel,
and God, whose strange and appalling mercy refuses to let him go.
A few of Greene's reviewers treat this overlay as a piece of controversial theology,
because it appears to disbelieve the will's autonomy, to question our capacity to withstand divine grace, and because it seems to uphold the possibility of transhistorical
malevolence; in other words, some critics think Greene peddles either neo-Jansenism
or neo-Manichaeism (Brennan 2010, 88-99; Cassis 1994, 356-57; Sharrock 1984,
91). Inspired by Cornelius Otto Jansen, onetime Bishop of Ypres, and often viewed
as analogous to Calvinism (because both support the doctrine oflimited atonement),
Jansenism was a radical Augustinian impulse within the Roman Catholic Church
during the seventeenth century. Jansenists deny human freedom, an orthodox Catholic tenet, and they think we are unable to choose at any time between good and evil,
which, in their view, necessitates the impossibility of resisting God. Although some
famous Christian thinkers, like Blaise Pascal, favored Jansenism with their faith, the
Jesuits eventually attacked and helped to condemn it in 1653 (Abercrombie 1936;
Doyle 2000). Also connected with Augustine, albeit the youthful side of this fourthcentury wandering catechumen, Manichaeism sees life as an arena in which two
eternal principles are eternally opposed-God and light versus Satan and darkness.
This controversial theology also argues that matter corrupts the soul, which is not
free and does not sin; and, Manichaeism rejects the Incarnation, because the flesh is
soiled, even if it teaches Christ's divinity (Baker-Brian 2011; Coyle 2009).
Greene dissociates himself from both theologies. "He evidently disapproves of being so classified," remarks Marie-Frarn;:oise Allain, and he "merely concedes that his
books may perhaps have helped sharpen the focus on certain principles which govern
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belief" (1983, 143; also see Donaghy 1992, 40). It is the "human factor" that interests him, moreover, and not apologetics (Allain 1983, 150). In Greene's own words:
People who think they are getting at Jansenism in my novels usually do not know what
Jansenism really means. They probably mean Manichaeism. This is because in the
Catholic novels I seem ro believe in a supernatural evil. One gets so tired of people saying that my novels are about the opposition of Good and Evil. They are not about Good
and Evil, but about human beings. After Hider and Vietnam, one would have thought
good and evil in people was more understandable. (Donaghy 1992, 80-81)

First spoken in 1969, Greene's last line invites theological speculation, because it is
a small but not insignificant part of his general sense that we are errant souls operating within a graced horizon of meaning, and because it seems to harmonize with
the theological anthropology expressed in the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes
("Joy and Hope"), which appeared in 1965 under the auspices of the Second Vatican
Council; although Greene did not warm to everything associated with the council,
some of its ideas resonated, as Mark Bosco notes (2005, 71-96). The constitution
states:
Although he was made by God in a state of holiness, from the very onset of his history
man abused his liberty, at the urging of the Evil One. Man set himself against God and
sought ro attain his goal apart from God. Although they knew God, they did not glorify
him as God, but their senseless minds were darkened and they served the creature rather
than the Crearor. What divine revelation makes known to us agrees with experience. Examining his heart, man finds that he has inclinations toward evil too, and is engulfed by
manifold ills which cannot come from his good Creator. Often refusing ro acknowledge
God as his beginning, man has disrupted also his proper relationship ro his own ultimate
goal as well as his whole relationship roward himself and others and all created things.
Therefore man is split within himself. As a result, all of human life, whether individual or collective, shows itself to be a dramatic struggle between good and evil, between
light and darkness. Indeed, man finds that by himself he is incapable of battling the
assaults of evil successfully, so that everyone feels as though he is bound by chains. But
the Lord Himself came ro free and strengthen man, renewing him inwardly and casting
out that "prince of this world" (John 12:31) who held him in the bondage of sin. For
sin has diminished man, blocking his path ro fulfillment.
The call to grandeur and the depths of misery, both of which are a part of the human
experience, find their ultimate and simultaneous explanation in light of this revelation.
(Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, promulgated by His Holiness, Pope Paul VI on December 7, 1965; cited in McGrath 2011,
399).

Although we should follow Greene in recognizing that he is not a theologian or
an apologist for the faith, I think Greene's literary art takes "the call to grandeur and
the depths of misery" seriously (Donaghy 1992, 26-32; Bosco 2005, 81-84), and
his insights into our perils and possibilities reflect as well as contribute to the everin-process Christian tradition.
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Greene was a novelist of human sin. "Over the sixty years of his writing career he
created characters who try to hide their weaknesses from the world and themselves.
Few novelists have fathomed with such intensity the suffering of this earth. In
Catholic terms, Greene was a moralist excited by human turpitude and evil in our
times," Ian Thomson claims (2006, vii). Saying this tells just one side of the story,
though, for Greene also was a novelist of divine mercy. He believed that we are never
more ourselves than when we feel struck by the existential fissure between facticity
and opportunity, between what we are and what we might be: mired in the midst
of life's fragility and mortality, yet in the presence of a God who faithfully touches
us-even, or especially, the worst of us-with impulses toward our good.
Brighton Rock's Pinkie personifies Greene's theological anthropology, perhaps
more than any other character Greene created, because, at the novel's end, after we
have witnessed Pinkie's calculated evil ("the depths of human misery"), we find ourselves invited to pause and ponder that God has been present to Pinkie all along, in
every nook and cranny of his abject existence, continuously wooing him toward his
transformation ("the call to grandeur"); and that heaven, not hell, is peopled by the
Pinkies of this world (Greene 1977, 246). This said, picturing God's agency in a way
that invites comparisons to Aeschylus's "awful grace" causes some to wonder about
Greene's troubling image(s) of the divine, to which I now turn (Hamilton 1937, 170;
Baldridge 2000, 49-89).

DIVINE DISCONTENT
Painted by Titian in the sixteenth century, The Pentecost depicts the descent of God's
spirit as a tranquil bird, bathed in shimmering light, about to arrive upon the apostles in Jerusalem; here, as in Luke 3:21-22, God is a pacific, comforting presence.
Graham Greene recognizes this customary way of picturing sacred power within our
world, even as he uses a novel like Brighton Rock to trouble it. Set in the English
coastal town of Brighton, this novel's action occurs during Whitsun; and Whitsun
is an old English word for Pentecost. In a scene toward the novel's close, Pinkie gets
into his car and speeds off and away from the police, who appear to know about
his involvement in a recent murder. Any respite Pinkie feels is entirely temporary,
though, because he soon senses that his soul is prey for a remorseless kestrel visited
upon him by God:
The car lurched back on to the main road; he turned the bonnet to Brighton. An enormous emotion beat on him; it was something trying to get in; the presence of gigantic
wings against the glass. Dona nobis pacem. He withstood it, with all the bitter force of the
school bench, the cement playground, the St. Pancras waiting room, Dallow's and Judy's
secret lust, and the cold unhappy moment on the pier [all events in the past that tested
Pinkie's limits]. If the glass broke, if the beast-whatever it was-got in, God knows
what it would do. He had a sense of huge havoc-the confession, the penance and the
sacrament-and awful distraction, and he drove blind into the rain. (1977, 239-40)
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God's spirit is often viewed as a dove of peace, as I note, but here Pinkie is not at
peace, despite the fact that he is in a place called "Peacehaven" when he gets in his
car and turns it back toward Brighton.
The winged beast heralds the chance of repentance, or so it seems, and yet
Pinkie eschews this opportunity. Or does he? On the one hand, Greene's narrator
seduces us into supposing that Pinkie's suicide, coupled with his evil life, secures
his eternal damnation. On the other hand, the words of the nameless Catholic
priest at the novel's end suggest it might be otherwise. God's spirit is appallingly
strange, he declares, and there is a wideness to God's mercy that ensures the redemption of the worst kind of sin-sick soul. The winged beast is a sign, then, or
a potential sign, that no soul is cut off from mercy, that no individual is outside
the so-called parameters of providence, and that God gets God's prized quarry in
the end.
Greene sustains such provocative pneumatology in The End of the Affair, which
he released thirteen years after Brighton Rock. When, two years after the end of Sarah
Miles and Maurice Bendrix's affair, a private detective's son breaks into the Miles'
house and retrieves something that resembles a love letter, Bendrix suspects that he
has a new rival. But little does he realize that his contender is none other than God,
arguably the supreme example of the jealous lover (Ex. 20:5; 34:14). For her part,
Sarah's florid prose hints at an intimacy that both repels and compels Bendrix. He
wastes no time in asking the detective and his boy to track down his new adversary,
to root him out, and to bring him to the attention of Henry, Sarah's husband. A lover's extreme jealousy motivates Bendrix, and his self-protectiveness appears nakedly
disagreeable. However, perhaps God's jealously is the cause for concern at this point.
After all, it appears that God adores Sarah enough to chase after her and intervene in
her world, saving Bendrix to win her devotion (1962, 42, 52-59). And yet, if this is
how God acts, it prompts us to question the character of divine providence: Is God's
desire for Sarah so strong, so obsessive even, that the best way to view the miracle
of Bendrix's survival (from the Vl bomb blast) is to treat it as the dastardly tactic of
a green(e)-eyed rival-in-love? Bendrix thinks so. Looking back over his affair with
Sarah, he rails against God's peculiar providence: "He was as underhand as a lover,
taking advantage of a passing mood, like a hero seducing us with his probabilities
and his legends" (1962, 173). Come what may, God grips Bendrix at the end, just
as God grips Pinkie at his story's close; taken together, Brighton Rock and The End of
the Affair uphold Greene's troubling images of the divine, his "shadow-side" theology
of an irresistible God (Bleicher 2002).
The play of darkness and light fascinated Greene. Twenty-two years after The
End of the Affair, when most of his critics assumed he had given up writing about
God, Greene published The Honorary Consul, an early, novelistic account of Latin
American Catholic liberation theology. Here, Greene's dissident priest, Father Leon
Rivas, rationalizes the poverty and suffering he sees in the barrio by preaching his
own outlandish version of Christian process theology, which maintains that God is
evil (1973, 284); that God is the divided original in whose divided image we remain
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(1973, 284); and that God will one day evolve to the point where it is no longer
necessary for God to embody both good and evil qualities. In Rivas's words:
The God I believe in must be responsible for all the evil as well as for all the saints. He
has to be a God made in our image with a night-side as well as a day-side. When you
speak of the horror, Eduardo [the barrio's physician], you are speaking of the night-side
of God. I believe the time will come when the night side will wither away ... and we
shall see only the simple daylight of the good God. You believe in evolution, Eduardo,
even though sometimes whole generations of men slip backwards to the beasts. Ir is a
long struggle and a long suffering, evolution, and I believe God is suffering the same
evolution that we are, bur perhaps with more pain. (Greene 1973, 285)

For his part, Eduardo questions this belief that God proceeds toward perfection,
and he ruminates that history itself provides the strongest support for his own supposition that the night-side of God has engulfed the day-side. In response, Father
Rivas grounds his scandal-tinged theistic evolutionism in a poetic vision of the Cosmic Christ evolving throughout history. With each valiant act of women and men to
mount a step higher in the evolutionary growth of the spirit, history inches toward
the Omega Point, which is the Christie consummation of life's creative advance, Father Rivas declares (1973, 286). Put differently, Greene's liberation theologian does
not accept entropy's final triumph. We have a part to play in God's character development, a contribution to make to the enrichment and enhancement of the divine
as well as temporal life. On this view, evil actions-war, inequality, torture-thwart
the forward movement of God and the world; by contrast, good actions-working
for a higher standard of living, for a humane, free and equal society-accelerate the
creative process. Genuine Christian spirituality leads to the salvation of God as well
as the transformation of humankind (1973, 286-87).
In her 1978 Rolling Stone interview with Greene, journalist Gloria Emerson tells
us that at one time Greene worried about Father Rivas's controversial way of picturing God, though his friend, the Spanish priest Father Leopoldo Duran, eventually
reassured him, offering the observation that Father Rivas's troubling theology was,
from one important angle, nothing more and nothing less than an ingenious, literary
re-presentation of the traditional Catholic doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ.
Utilizing Pauline and Deutero-Pauline texts, Catholics teach the cosmic ubiquitousness of the Resurrected Christ (1 Cor. 8:6; Gal. 4:4; Eph. 1:10, 22-23; Col. 2:9-10;
Heb. 1:2, 10), and they proclaim Christ as the beginning, the middle, and the end
of God's desire for our evolving, multidimensional, and dissonant world. In Duran's
view, we hear an echo of this teaching in The Honorary Consul (1994, 111), and his
attempt to connect Father Rivas to a wider, Catholic ecclesial imagination makes
sense, because Catholic doctrine teaches that it is in and through the Church that
Christ manifests his own mystery as God's desire to reconcile all things back to
Godself. Jesus the Christ, the resurrected Son of God, mysteriously and mystically
forms his body, his ecclesial field of force, out of those women and men who freely
come to him in response to the gospel. Additionally, women and men participate
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in the paschal mystery of Christ when the love made manifest in Christ's cross and
resurrection finds its way into their lives, into the lives of those whom they serve, and
into the development of natural creation. In short, the aim of all things is to serve
the becoming of God-in-Christ.
Although Greene often took great pains to inform his readers that he was not a
theologian and that some of his more uncharitable critics confuse the vocation of
the novelist with the job of the apologist, The Honorary Consul may be viewed as a
fictional meditation on Christ kata pneuma, the Christ of Spirit, who instantiates
the new humanity, the convocation of God, and who enacts le milieu divin , to use a
phrase that belongs to Teilhard de Chardin, the Jesuit theologian and paleontologist
whom Greene read and admired (Greene 1971, 120-21; Middleton 2001, 523-47).
Far from being controversial, then, The Honorary Consul works as a narrativized
rendering of this mystery of humanity's union with God through the crucified and
resurrected Christ-an overlay that many contemporary Catholic theologians, also
inspired by Teilhard, find both theologically progressive and spiritually enriching
(Bracken 2006; Delio 2008, 2011; Duffy 1992; Kinast 1999; King 1997).
For Greene, faith in God's existence involves struggle, and it is God's ironic nature
and activity that poses the most problems, as we see with Father Rivas and as we witness, returning to Brighton Rock and The End ofthe Affair, with Pinkie and Bendrix.
The concept of violent grace disturbs traditional Christians, and many of us would
find Greene's theology troubling, although perhaps we struggle to find sympathy for
Greene's God because Greene himself-the believing skeptic-struggled to feel any
such sympathy. Yet this struggle to feel sympathy for-or what could be considered
as faith in-God is part of a long tradition, one beginning with the biblical authors,
who seldom shy away from their version of believing skepticism and from thinking
of God as terror. Scholars from David Penchansky to Jack Miles to Eric Seibert have
addressed those scriptural passages where God appears to act in ways that are less
than tender. Greene is in good company. When seen not simply in the context of
Catholic doctrine but also against this background of troubling Hebrew Bible images of God, Greene's stories do not appear to be theologically scandalous after all.
Rather, they seem to be part of a legitimate, if unsettling, biblical faith still in the
making (Miles 1995; Penchansky 1999; Seibert 2009). For too long theologians
have, somewhat ironically, turned a blind eye to this tradition of believing skepticism, to pestering God with questions about how the divine works with us, and yet
the fact that so many of us leave Greene's literary art unsettled and disturbed indicates that this religious agnostic has uncovered a truth we ignore at our peril-that
the troubled theism lurking within our souls finds an echo not simply in the biblical
and Christian theological tradition but also in life's ambiguity.

CONCLUSION
'"The Hound of Heaven,' a poem written by Frances Thompson in 1922, a few
years previous to Greene's conversion to Catholicism, with the dominant image of
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the soul fleeing a relentless hound, aptly figures Greene and his spiritual journey,"
Mary Warner proclaims (2001, 294); moving forward, perhaps we can say that Graham Greene's perspectives on faith are expandable to all those Christians who, like
Greene, could not subscribe to traditional doctrine but who nevertheless remain(ed)
deeply religious. Like Nikos Kazantzakis, Greene intoned broken hallelujahs
throughout his life and literary art-litanies of agonized spirituality that many today
find moving (Middleton 2007). ''All his novels are unreliable gospels for those who
can't be sure of a thing," Pico Iyer concludes (2012, 139); I suspect Greene's life and
literary art is of special importance to each of us who struggle with religious doubt.
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Wild(e) Religion
The Legacy of Oscar Wilde for Queer Theology
Frederick S. Roden

It's a challenge for me to reflect on Wilde's "legacy" because his works, to paraphrase
his remark about Pater's Renaissance, have had such a strange influence on my life.
I mean that professionally as well as personally, since my undergraduate interest in
Wilde studies presumed my own queer, or at least gay, engagement with Wilde's
prose. My coming-out and integration as a gay man depended on my understanding
of the hagiography of Saint Oscar, the mythologization of his story as a liberationist
hero, if not Catholic martyr. As we seek to discern the "ownership" of Wilde's legacy,
I wish to address that question in both cultural history and personal narrative. When
I began graduate school at the dawn of queer theory, I didn't expect to write on
Wilde's religious thought. Some of the texts I consider here are certainly unexpected
in their "ownership" of the Wilde legacy. The question I want to pose concerns who
doesn't own the legacy of Wilde, and why-which I don't think I'm fully prepared
to answer. I discuss some surprising readings of the Wilde story and point to his
texts explicitly for what they offer us. But the main point of my essay is to show the
noticeable absence of attention to Wilde's religious thought by liberal theologians,
particularly from gay or queer approaches.
When I first became interested in Oscar Wilde's views on Christianity, the vast
majority of scholarship in the humanities dismissed his attitude as "aesthetic"-before the "performative" rage in literary theory made that term less pejorative. Wilde's
engagement with Christian typology, theology, and liturgy was "play" in the trivial
sense (again, not understanding "trivia'' positively). The main exceptions to this
generalization include mostly German, or Germanic, studies of his philosophical
prose where it touched on Christian representation, and two articles in the American
Benedictine Review by the Trappist monk John Albert, who considered both contemplative practice and homosexuality in De Profundis. In 1997 Ellis Hanson published
Decadence and Catholicism; I published my monograph in 2002 and other work on
33
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Wilde elsewhere; and Patrick O'Malley has written seriously about Wilde's religious
thought, in both a chapter in my 2004 Palgrave guide and his 2006 book on Catholicism and sexual deviance. These studies all suggest the importance of taking both
Wilde's homosexuality and religious thought seriously and, significantly, that they
ought to be considered together.
The past decade and a half has clearly shown a shift in the secular humanities'
approaches to religion; its study has respectfully (and prolifically) entered cultural
criticism. This move has affected Wilde studies, although mainly outside the subject of sexuality. I'm thinking of Jarlath Killeen's book on The Faiths of Oscar Wilde
and his monograph on the fairy tales, both of which seek to recover Wilde's lrishness rather than his homosexual Catholicism; Katherine Brown Downey's book on
Perverse Midrash, which considers Wilde and Gide in biblical rereading; and indeed
Jennifer Stevens's discussion of Wilde in her study of The Historical Jesus and the
Literary Imagination. Stephen Arata also writes eloquently on "Oscar Wilde and
Jesus Christ."
Although these critics have further elaborated on Wilde's Christian representations, there has been scant attention paid by gay or queer theologians to Wilde's
thought, despite what a number of us who are literary historians have demonstrated.
Instead, it has been the religious right-in particular, conservative Catholics-who
have rediscovered Oscar Wilde. Beginning with Joseph Pearce's 2000 The Unmasking of Oscar Wilde (later released by Ignatius Press, Pope Benedict XVI's Englishlanguage publisher), we see a bizarre diaspora of Wilde's legacy in which he is firmly
inserted into a narrative tradition of Augustinian converts. Pearce, formerly aligned
with the National Front prior to his own conversion, has written books on C. S.
Lewis and other "literary converts." His biography of Wilde concerns a spiritual
journey driven by sin, fall, and grace. This narrative reflects a desire to rehabilitate
Wilde as a traditional Catholic writer, yet it struggles with what to do with his homosexuality. In November 2000, the centenary of Wilde's death, the Vatican-backed
Jesuit quarterly La Civilta Cattolica published an article by Father Antonio Spadaro
inaugurating the Church trend (Heer 2001, 21). In 2009 L'Osservatore Romano (the
Vatican's official newspaper) praised Wilde in a review of a book by Paolo Gulisano
that casts him as an aesthetic moralist and intellectual (Taylor 2009).
Between these two formal gestures, conservative Catholic laymen followed the
Church's example in the journal Crisis and on the website www.catholiceducation.
org. Libertarian Jeffrey Tucker writes that, "Wilde's work can be fully appreciated as
springing from the Catholic intellectual and moral tradition, completely apart from
his personal vices" (2001). In response, Pat Buchanan wrote that Catholics should
be more forgiving of Wilde (Heer 2001, 21). Andrew McCracken maintains that the
celebration of "promiscuous" Wilde as a gay martyr "oversimplifies his complexity;
indeed, it ignores the major movement of his life, a life that may also be seen as a
long and difficult conversion to the Roman Catholic Church" (2003). The popular
press is completely confused about what to do with clerical and lay gestures recovering Wilde. Some Catholics have criticized the Church for this embrace; others
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protest that we must love the thought and teachings but hate the sin (no one can
resist the temptation to love this sinner). Secular journalists are unsure what the
trend means. It seems no accident that this conversation unfolded during the first
decade of the twenty-first century, when the Roman Catholic Church was waging
war on both the priest sex-abuse scandals and the widespread greater acceptance of
homosexuality in civil legislation. As the homosexual was scapegoated by the Church
and the figure of the priest increasingly came to resemble the fin-de-siecle vampire,
a symbol of cultural anxiety like the contemporary terrorist, addressing Catholic
homosexual martyrdom became strangely imperative.
One finds the most bizarre treatment of Wilde outside the Roman Church, in a
book written by an evangelical Christian apologist. In 2002, Ravi Zacharias published Sense and Sensuality: Jesus Talks with Oscar Wilde on the Pursuit ofPleasure. This
fictional dialogue is part of Zacharias's "Great Conversations" series in his ministry
to intellectuals, including "Jesus Talks with" books about Buddha, Krishna, and (my
personal favorite) Hitler. The back cover asks : "Why versus Why Not? Why did God
place us in a world full of pleasures if we aren't meant to pursue them all? . . . Oscar
Wilde asks Jesus Christ to respond to this question about critical lifestyle choices"
(emphasis mine). Zacharias calls Wilde an object of "profound pity"; he "struggled
with habits and propensities that ultimately crushed him beneath their weight"; "he
threw his life away" (2002, 5). His "was a dark and scary personality because the
admixture of truth and error mangled his mind" (2002, 6). Zacharias's introduction
is apocalyptic as he reminisces about visiting Wilde's grave at Pere Lachaise two days
after September 11, 2001. The dire sense of an ending, where moralism and decadence meet, is palpable in Zacharias's neo-Victorian polemic against sensuality. True
to Wilde's cultural indictment, there is no irony in his style. Like Wilde's philistines,
Zacharias cannot understand Art.
The imagined conversation takes places on Wilde's deathbed, where his illness is
specified as syphilis. While speaking with Robbie Ross, Wilde has a vision of Christ.
This Jesus is a judge, not a compassionate lover. In their conversation, Wilde predicts that the time will come when laws will not govern sexuality, an end-of-days
that Zacharias's Christ staunchly denounces and condemns. A new Dante in hell,
Wilde is introduced to Pascal for correction. Zacharias's Christ teaches that no one,
certainly not artists, will be exempt from God's morality or judgment. He calls
Wilde to conversion, to renounce his sinful desires. Successfully bringing Wilde to
contrition, the dialogue ends with a passage from The Ballad of Reading Gaol. This
Jesus criticizes Wilde for his ability to feel compassion for criminals when instead he
should have been filled with compunction over his own homosexual sin. The work
concludes with Wilde asking Robbie to call for a priest immediately.
In his epilogue, Zacharias laments "a life terribly misspent" (2002, 91). "A
study of Wilde's life reveals with no mistake that the gift of sexuality is a precious
gift from God; any perversion of it in any form plunders the sacred and denudes
beauty" (2002, 92). So from here where do we go to read religion in Wilde's works?
Is Dorian Gray a moral tale of crime and punishment or a sequel to Huysmans's A
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Rebours, writing a mystical theology of the body? Are the fairy tales devout Christian
parables or attempts to subvert a hegemonic hermeneutics? Is Salome midrash or
pornography?
The answer to these questions would seem to be "all of the above," which is less
postmodern rejection of dichotomies and more Catholic sacramentalism, where flesh
and spirit meet, something Wilde seems to have understood very well. In making
this argument, which I've consistently maintained, I do not preach an epistemology
of Wilde as an orthodox Catholic. Rather, I suggest that Wilde's mystical insight
recognized that disembodied questions always have profoundly corporeal answers.
Without elaborating on this aesthetic overmuch, I use the remainder of this essay to
sketch some queer theological themes in two major works of nonfiction prose: The
Soul ofMan under Socialism and De Profundis.
Wilde's 1891 Soul ofMan is more esoteric than it's usually given credit for. Wilde
focuses on the idea of perfection in "being," the sacrament of the present that is
the quintessential aesthetic moment, and in "becoming," the contemplative process
of perfection, being made into something. Echoing Pater, this is "experience." The
Christ-idea operates as the imperative to personal transformation. Wilde teaches
Christ's message as "'Be thyself"' (Wilde 2001, 135). The call to live as an individual
is Christ-consciousness. Wilde cites Jesus's rejections of the demands of family life
("Who is my mother? Who are my brothers?" [2001, 137]). Wilde preaches that
one "may commit a sin against society, and yet realize through that sin his true
perfection" (2001, 136). He associates this individualism with art, and Christ with
individualism. Wilde's sole critique of Christ's aesthetic is his renunciation: namely,
the glorification of suffering and pain. The essay concludes with the statement that
humanity seeks neither pain nor pleasure, but simply "Life. Man has sought to live
intensely, fully, perfectly. When he can do so without exercising restraint on others,
or suffering it ever, ... he will be saner, healthier, more civilized, more himself
Pleasure is Nature's test, her sign of approval. When man is happy, he is in harmony
with himself and his environment. ... The new Individualism is the new Hellenism"
(Wilde 2001, 159-60).
It is easy to see the relationship between Wilde's social theory (on individualism
and socialism) and his understanding of art and the artist. Wilde situates the Wordsworthian Romantic visionary potential in the every-human, with a strategic Victorian Christian compulsion to understand it as a function of incarnational theology.
One's true nature is the soul. The contemplative practice toward perfection can be
politicized as a kind of coming-out: a soul-realization more than a self-realization.
If the homosexual readings of this argument are understood in terms of individual
difference (written as it was in the era of sexology's apologetics), its breadth moves
beyond "gay" to "queer." The unwillingness to limit, with the divine authorization
that liberation cannot be understood in binary terms, proclaims a universalism that
seeks to realize all potentials, not just particular ones. This is the value of Wilde's
work. We may choose to read it biographically to understand subtexts of certain
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liberations, yet the radical nature of his thought makes the call for authenticiry of
experience (in becoming and being) applicable to all.
We see this point developed further in the prison letter De Profundis. While
addressed to and critiquing Bosie Douglas, Wilde's voice is really an examination of conscience spoken to his own soul, as the circumstances of its production
demonstrate. De Profundis is a work of contemplative literature. Here Art and Life
are contrasted as soul and body, spirit and flesh. Wilde positions himself as right
lover to Bosie, as God is to the soul, even as he critiques Basie's failure to love well
and his own inabiliry to distinguish surface from substance. The text's mea culpa
contemplation and Catholic acceptance of the brokenness of sin would make this
work ideal material for orthodox religious readers were it not for Wilde's gesture of
creating himself as a Christ-figure. Wilde does not lament his vaniry as much as he
regrets his poor judgment. Yet the text does suspect desire and does seek meaning,
even as Wilde calls himself "one of those who are made for exceptions, not for laws
... there is nothing wrong in what one does" (1986, 154). Wilde states that neither
moraliry nor religion helps him. "The faith that others give to what is unseen, I give
to what one can touch, and look at" (1986, 154). Still, he writes a moral theology
as only an artist can. Now that Wilde has lived it, suffering as embodied in Christ is
an aesthetic, one justified by love. The human Jesus who becomes the artist Christ
remains the teacher of individualism. In De Profundis Wilde writes his own autobiographical homosexual hagiography, an imitatio Christi that is as much apologia as it
is the invert's case study.
But like Soul of Man, the life of the individual does not exist in a vacuum. Like
The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Wilde's Christian theology here has a social message:
With a width and wonder of imagination that fills one almost with awe, [Christ] took
the entire world of the inarticulate, the voiceless world of pain, as his kingdom, and
made of himself its eternal mouthpiece. Those ... who are dumb under oppression and
"whose silence is heard only of God," he chose as his brothers. He sought to become
eyes to the blind, ears to the deaf, and a cry in the lips of those whose tongues had been
tied. His desire was ro be to the myriads who had found no utterance a very trumpet
through which they might call to heaven. (Wilde 1986, 171)

If this sermon could be applied to criminals guilry of "gross indecency," it can also
speak to every-human. Wilde states that Christ's "moraliry is all sympathy, just what
moraliry should be" (1986, 176). Jesus "regarded sin and suffering as being in themselves beautiful holy things and modes of perfection" (1986, 178). One can deploy
Wilde's deeply Catholic sense of transformation with or without judgment. Unlike
the Christ of his fundamentalist readers, Wilde's God views humaniry (in Julian of
Norwich's sense) with compassion, not with blame.
Although there is much more that one could say about the theology of De Profundis, I end this essay with the same question with which I began: Given the radical nature of Wilde's religious thought, why have liberal theologians not paid more
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attention to him? Why leave him to us literary theorists? Art incarnates through
faithful manifestations of Wilde's aesthetic theory. May embodiments of his theology
likewise transform according to their potential. The result would be a Wildean, and
surely divine, sacrament: a true realization of perfection.
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4
Queering the Eucharist
Gerard Manley Hopkins's "The Blessed Virgin"
Katherine Inskeep

Devout and doubtful, sensual and spiritual, Gerard Manley Hopkins's writings reveal
the complexities and contradictions of being a practicing Christian and possible
homosexual in the latter half of nineteenth-century Britain. Through his letters,
journals, prose, and poetry, he explores the contours of his religious beliefs, but
never more provocatively than in his verse. With his experimental poetics, sensual
language, and evolving theological thought, his poetry serves as a nexus through
which he engages with specific Anglo-Catholic and Roman Catholic doctrines as
well as homosocial and homoerotic desires that attract and elude him. Such is the
case with Hopkins's "The Blessed Virgin Compared to the Air We Breathe," a poem
that expresses a non-normative desire for Real Presence as he suffuses his religious
images and themes with a unique sensuousness and intimacy. In "The Blessed Virgin," Hopkins contemplates Mary's complex role as Mediatrix and how he can unite
with Christ through her. More than an exercise in triangulated desire, Hopkins
voices a yearning to commune with the maternal Other of God, which he achieves
by sacramentalizing the "Air We Breathe." Through this poem, Hopkins forwards his
desire for a physical and spiritual union with a woman by queering the Eucharist.
For Hopkins, the doctrine of Incarnation was not a casual concern. Indeed, no
aspect of his religious devotion could ever be deemed casual. The Incarnation refers
to the "mystery and the dogma of the Word made Flesh" (Drum 1910). Christologically, the "Word of God" is Jesus Christ who was made flesh when he was born of the
Virgin Mary. Centuries of theological inquiry into the precise nature and meaning of
the Incarnation shaped doctrines that would evolve into the Blessed Sacrament of the
Altar, the Eucharist. From the antique Church through the Scholastics, Church leaders renewed their definition of the Eucharist (Ellsberg 1987, 50). Extrapolated from
Christ's seemingly simple words uttered at the Lord's Supper, "This is my body" and
"This is my blood," came the "doctrine of the real presence of the body and blood of
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Christ in the Sacrament," which was articulated as the doctrine of transubstantiation
by the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 and was reaffirmed in 15 51 by the Council
ofTrent (Pelikan 1996, 10). These "doctrinal decisions" provide the foundation for
the contemporary understanding of the Eucharist in which "the Body and Blood of
the God-man are truly, really, and substantially present for the nourishment of our
souls, by reason of the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the Body and
Blood of Christ" (Pohle 1910). Transubstantiation refers to the transformation that
the Eucharist undergoes after consecration whereby the bread and wine literally become the body and blood of Christ. An "extension of the Incarnation," this doctrine
holds that by partaking of the Host "the communicant swallows the divine Word
translated into human flesh," thus allowing the person "momentarily to participate
in the process of the Incarnation" (McNees 1992, 20). The ancillary doctrine of
concomitance arose, which stated the "inviolable unity of Christ's body as eucharist,"
meaning that the "body and blood of Christ were present in each element," so that
each host in every church was simultaneously the same body (Beckwith 1993, 3).
Thus, "as God had entered the word as human flesh at the Incarnation, so he left
himself to the world at the Last Supper" (Ellsberg 1987, 50). These doctrines are
foundational to Hopkins's religious conversion and poetic themes.
Raised and baptized Anglican, Hopkins likely would have lived and died one
had it not been for the Tractarian movement to establish the "Authority and
Catholicity of the English Church and to infuse into it something of the medieval
spirit of intellectual and practical piety" (Gardner 1985, xviii) sweeping through
Oxford from the 1830s through the 1860s. These High Church teachings appealed
to Hopkins and paved the way for his eventual conversion to Roman Catholicism.
Hopkins acknowledges this in a letter to his father, citing "an increasing knowledge
of the Catholic system (at first under the form ofTractarianism, later in its genuine
place)," fourth on his list of reasons why he could not remain Anglican (Hopkins
1985, 166). In fact, his admiration for Pusey and fellow Tractarian H. P. Liddon
delayed his conversion. Hopkins concedes that Pusey and Liddon "were the only
two men in the world who ed. avail to detain me: the fact that they were Anglicans
kept me one," until "that influence gave way" (1985, 166-67). This admiration
could not withstand the weight of his intellectual and spiritual dissatisfaction with
Anglicanism. He notes in the July 17, 1866, entry in his journal "the impossibility
of staying in the Church of England" (1985, 108) and on August 28 of the same
year writes to Newman of "the necessity of becoming a Catholic," a decision he
"had long foreseen" (1985, 161). Much to the heartbreak of his family, incredulity
of his friends, and disappointment of his Oxford professors, Hopkins followed
the example of former Tractarian John Henry Newman 1 and became a Catholic
in 1866. This life-changing decision was followed by another one in May 1868
when he "resolved to be a religious" but was "doubtful betw. St. Benedict and St.
Ignatius" (1985, 110). Opting for St. Ignatius, Hopkins entered the rigorous and
self-effacing Society of Jesus in September of 1868 and dedicated himself to the
order until his death in 1889.
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Of critical importance to Hopkins in his decision to leave the Church of England
was the incarnational doctrine of Real Presence. He concedes that both Anglicans
and Catholics share a belief in the literality of the Eucharist:
I shall hold as a Catholic what I have long held as an Anglican, that literal truth of our
Lord's words by which I learn that the least fragment of the consecrated elements in the
Blessed Sacrament of the Altar is the whole Body of Christ born of the Blessed Virgin,
before which the whole host of saints and angels as it lies on the Altar trembles with
adoration. This belief once got is the life of the soul and when I doubted it I should
become an atheist the next day. (Hopkins 1985, 165)

But for Hopkins this similarity of belief in itself is insufficient as the Anglican priests
lack the authority to consecrate the host and ensure that Christ is really present in
the Eucharist. As Hopkins further explains to his father:
But, as Monsignor Eyre says, it is a gross superstition unless guaranteed by infallibility.
I cannot hold this doctrine confessedly except as a Tractarian or a Catholic: the Tractarian ground I have seen broken to pieces under my feet. What end then can be served
by a delay in wh. I shd. go on believing this doctrine as long as I believed in God and
shd. be by the fact of my belief drawn by a lasting strain towards the Catholic Church?
(Hopkins 1985, 165)

Anglicans and Roman Catholics both uphold the doctrine of Real Presence, accepting the process as "mystical, mysterious, and actual" and not "metaphorical" as
do strict Protestant theologies (McNees 1992, 20). However, their understanding of
the change the bread and wine undergo as they are filled with the Real Presence of
Christ is different. Anglicans view this change enacted by the Prayer of Consecration as "figural or typological" whereas Catholics see this change as "transubstantial"
(1992, 20). For Hopkins, this difference between the typological and the transubstantial is crucial. Without Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar, Hopkins claimed in a letter to his friend E. H Coleridge dated July 1864, that religion
was "somber, dangerous, and illogical" (qtd. in Ellsberg 1987, 51). By his estimation,
the Church of England cannot achieve the fullness of the Real Presence in the Eucharist because it lacks the power to activate the words of the Prayer of Consecration.
Not only were incarnational doctrines essential to his conversion, they retained
their significance throughout Hopkins's life. In a letter to Robert Bridges, he extolls
the magnificence of celebrating Corpus Christi, "the feast of the Real Presence" (qtd.
in McNees 1992, 73). He enthuses that:
it is the most purely joyful of solemnities. Naturally the Blessed Sacrament is carried in
procession at it. ... Bur the procession has more meaning and mystery than this! It represents the process of the Incarnation and the world's redemption. fu Christ went forth
from the bosom of the Father as the Lamb of God and eucharistic victim to die upon
the altar of the Cross for the world's ransom; then rising returned leading the procession
of the flock redeemed / so in this ceremony his body in statu victimali is carried to the
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Altar of Repose . . . and back to the tabernacle at the high altar, which will represent the
bosom of the godhead. (Qtd. McNees 1992, 73-74)

His breathless description of the Corpus Christi ceremony conveys his fascination with the "meaning and mystery" of the celebration. The rituals and pageantry
are not what captures Hopkins's zeal; it is the way they dramatize the doctrines of
Incarnation and redemption. His affinity for these doctrines would, in fact, find frequent and powerful expression in his poetry and sermons (Pick 1966, 83). Hopkins's
abiding contemplation of the Incarnation indicates the personal significance of this
doctrine as well as his desire to experience Real Presence through the established
Catholic sacraments and also by viewing the world sacramentally.
The Catholic understanding of the role of sacerdotal intercession and sacramental language in the mysterious process of transubstantiation and concomitance
resonated strongly with Hopkins. The gradual institutionalization of these doctrines
situated medieval Christians in an original context, placing them "within a symbolic
system operating within a history of salvation, and it was lived as a drama re-enacted
at every altar during every mass" (Rubin 1991, 144). By affiliating the Incarnation
of Christ with his Passion, the Church effectively "domesticated" and "located" a
heretofore ineffable God, and "apportioned and routinized" his omnipotence (1991,
144). Access to this system, and the more accessible God it promised, required
sacerdotal intervention-priests to consecrate and administer the host. Through language, the metaphysical and physical dimensions of Christ converge in the Eucharist.
The performative speech acts spoken by Christ at the Last Supper and reiterated by
the priests during mass transmute bread into flesh, wine to blood. It is through words
that the Word of God is made Flesh. By virtue of this, the "act of human speech
furthermore becomes an analogue of the incarnation" (Quilligan 1979, 160). This
conceptualization of language as "the closest one can come to comprehending the
idea of incarnation" (1979, 161), initially expounded by Augustine, leads to a distinctively "Roman Catholic use of language" (1979 , 167). Through his conversion
to Catholicism, Hopkins was able to access the fullness of sacramental language in
his religious and poetic life. 2
The development of his incarnational poetics took some time to bear fruit. In the
same month that he decided to become a "religious," he also stopped writing poetry.
Hence, the infamous journal entry where he alludes to the "slaughter of the innocents" (Hopkins 1985, 110). With the blessing of his superiors, Hopkins ended his
seven-year self-imposed poetic silence. His subsequent poetry is deeply influenced
by lgnatian teachings and methods since the intensive years of meditation, prayer,
and study required of novitiates into the Society of Jesus affected all aspects of Hopkins's life as a priest and poet. Considering Hopkins's twenty-one years dedicated
to the Society of Jesus, John Pick makes a compelling argument about the absolute
significance of the Spiritual Exercises to Hopkins and how "they gave direction to
all he experienced, thought, and wrote" (1966, 25). David A. Downes suggests that
Hopkins's poetry can largely be viewed as "poetic approximations of some of the
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dispositions and methods of lgnatian prayer" (1959, 172). In his efforts to craft
verse that can "address, reveal, and praise God," Hopkins uses language sacramentally
(Ellsberg 1987, 47). That is, like the Eucharistic prayer that transubstantiates bread
and wine into Christ's flesh and blood, the poet's "words themselves must become
the elements of communion" (McNees 1992, 24).
That Hopkins's resulting sacramental poetry is also highly sensual may seem contradictory. How can he use words as "outward signs of grace" (McNees 1992, 21)
while using them to create a sensual onslaught of vivid images of nature captured
in a rush of words and sprung rhythm? Critics who make a study of his work in
close relation to his religious life find no great disparity between the spirituality and
sensuality of his verse. Eleanor J. McNees sees "the sensuous quality" of his language
as a necessary part of achieving sacramental poetry because it compels "the reader to
participate in language as experience" in a way that closes the space "between words
and the world to which they refer" (1992, 29). This sensual/sacramental poetry
brings the reader-and the poet-closer to experiencing Real Presence. Downes
also asserts the spiritual basis of Hopkins's "sensuous imagery," maintaining that "to
portray creation as anything else but good and beautiful would be to say that God's
manifestation of Himself was defective, low, and ugly" (1959, 169-70). Hopkins
experiences nature both sensually and sacramentally, but not sexually. He is not
aroused by nature; he is transformed by it. Through instress and inscape, Hopkins
can access the divinity within the natural world and within his own nature. The result is a union with Christ akin to what a communicant experiences when partaking
of the Eucharist.
The pronounced desire to achieve a union with Christ-which is the overarching
goal of St. Ignatius's Spiritual Exercises 3-is understood by a growing number of critics as an indication of suppressed homosexuality. Queer readings of Hopkins's works,
not unlike nonqueer readings, tend to read his poetry autobiographically. They scrutinize his life at Oxford and in the Society of Jesus for evidence of same-sex attraction. 4 His friendships and associations, especially his tutelage under Walter Pater, 5
have provided critics with sufficient fodder for these valid speculations. While Hopkins-in keeping with the mores of his age-never discusses his sexuality overtly, his
letters and journals suggest that he may have felt more than friendly admiration for
his fellow man. Much is made of his "observation of and fondness for some males
and the infrequency of his expression of equal fondness for females" (Boyle 1990,
109). The intensity of his attachment to Bridge's cousin Digby Mackworth Dolben
gives critics particular pause. Although their friendship was brief-Hopkins only
met him once and corresponded a few times until Dolben's death by drowning-this
attachment has fueled a lot of speculation about Hopkins's sexuality. 6
Speculations on Hopkins's sexuality follow not only his life as a young Oxonian
but also through his conversion and Jesuit life. Although Robert S. Boyle, SJ, makes
a strong point about the relevance of determining the sexual orientation of a man
who deliberately dedicated himself to a celibate life (1990, 109), that very act of
self-renunciation is viewed by some critics as an indication of suppressed same-sex
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attraction. Hopkins certainly would not be the first nineteenth-century man to
enter the priesthood as a way to live homosocially without defying social norms or
violating his religious ideals. Frederick S. Roden persuasively establishes the English
monastery of the nineteenth century as a "queer space" (2000, 85)-queer, not "as
a homosexual, or even homoerotic," but by virtue of "its sense of difference" (2000,
97). The queer possibilities of monastic life were not lost on those who opposed the
Tractarian movement and maintained a deep-seated suspicion of Roman Catholicism. The "contemporary hostility" toward Tractarians, as explicated by James Eli
Adams, can be interpreted as "an expression of homophobia, aroused by a social formation in which intense homosocial relations were not occluded by the exchange of
women that typically facilitates bonds between men" (1995, 16-17). This homophobia can be found in similar criticisms of the Catholic monastic orders, especially the
Jesuits, whose Society of Jesus resembled a secret society. Even with the caveat that
not all secrets closeted in the monastery bespeak homoerotic desires (1995, 106),
the space itself cannot be free of such associations. In Victorian England, life in the
Catholic priesthood was an alternative lifestyle. 7
Monastic life under Roman Catholicism held a strong doctrinal appeal for
nineteenth-century Englishmen who may have experienced same-sex attraction, as
well. As a doctrine that "glorifies the male flesh of the Divine," transubstantiation
invites the devout to focus their attentions upon a male body (Roden 2000, 86). For
the "single-sex community" of monastic life, this meant marking their "hours by the
repeated consecration and evocation of ... the hidden God in the Eucharist, which
is consumed into one's own flesh" (2000, 86). Roden proposes that the stress placed
upon the Eucharist in both Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism emphasizes the
physicality of the individual worshipper and as part of a collective body (2000, 86).
This emphasis upon the physical bodies of Christ and his male communicants can
be viewed sacramentally but sexually, too, when it is placed alongside the spousal
imagery of Catholicism that holds Christ as the bridegroom and the Church as his
bride. In the early Church through the Middle Ages, this metaphor yielded few if
any gender conflicts, likely in part because the patristic tradition used it to justify
sexual renunciation for all clergy and chastity for women.
The same cannot be said for mid to late nineteenth-century Britain where nonnormative sexual desires and practices were labeled, medicalized, and criminalized. 8
Thus, whereas "the sexual ambiguity" of the spousal relationship was not problematic in earlier centuries, it became distinctly more difficult to navigate for the sexually
anxious Victorians (Healy 2000, 104). For them, the spousal imagery was a site of
"sexual ambivalence" for those in the priesthood (2000, 102). Depending upon the
"circumstances and personal predisposition" of the priest, this ambiguity could "encourage a certain type of homosexual orientation" (2000, 102). That is, the spousal
imagery welcomed those whose own sexual orientation was either confused or counter to established norms; the Church became "a refuge and a bastion" for a man who
chose to suppress his homosexuality, a "protection" for a man uncertain of his sexual
leanings, and "no doubt ... a screen for their sexual practices" for other men (2000,

Queering the Eucharist

45

104). Although determining whether Hopkins falls into any of these categories is
impossible, it is generally presumed that his entrance into the priesthood was related
to his awareness of his sexuality and not solely as an expression of his spirituality.
Presuming Hopkins to be a homosexual in priest's clothing, critics have plumbed
his writings for confirmation of same-sex attraction. 9 Renee V Overholser makes a
strong case for reading his poetry as a method of redirecting homosexual desire, 10 as
does Richard Dellamora in his analysis of the spousal relationship he sees Hopkins
desiring to establish and possibly consummate with Christ. 11 These readings recognize the medieval influences on his religious and poetic development, and firmly and
rightly situate Hopkins in the nineteenth century. Most importantly, they do not fall
into the trap identified by Alison Sulloway of making "simplistic judgments" about
Hopkins's life and poetry, such as "the willful assumption that Hopkins's poetry was
merely the fruit of buried or frustrated homosexual impulses" (19906, 3). The danger
in reading Hopkins's sexuality into his poetry is in presuming that the sacramental
is only a screen for the sexual. It is one thing to view his poetry as sublimating a
socially unacceptable desire. It is quite another to make the leap that Hopkins "shows
forth his homosexuality in his gay adjectives," a point that Boyle takes objection to
in his criticism of "whoever wrote the Hopkins material in The Oxford Anthology of
English Literature in 1973" (1990, 109). Hopkins's distinctive theological thought
and poetic expression defy attempts to reduce his life and works into neat categories
and easy explanations. Reductive readings of his poetry are not fair to Hopkins as a
poet, as a priest, and as a man who likely experienced same-sex attraction.
The specter of Hopkins's sexuality looms most suggestively and problematically
over critical readings of his incarnational poetry. On one hand, readings that situate
his verse in a broader tradition of erotic and homoerotic poetry can reveal additional
layers to Hopkins's multilayered poems. However, problems ensue when readings
intent on exploring the poet's queerness ignore the spiritual dimensions of his work,
or worse, distort his spiritual desires. For example, Gregory Woods's contention that
"a great body of devotional poetry, most of it written by men ... is identical in its
conventions to secular love poetry, and differs only in the name of the beloved: Jesus
Christ" (1987, 42) has the potential to lead to an elucidative reading of the vital connection between the sexual and spiritual in sacramental poetry. His observation that
in both poetic forms "the desired goal is bed" (1987, 43) is not out of bounds as it
delves into the parallels between the two genres. Understood in relation to medieval
love lyrics, devotional poetry offers the sexually repressed poet a safe avenue of expression because it operates allegorically. As such, desiring communion with the Real
Presence of Christ in the Eucharist is permissible, even respectable, because of its
metaphysical implications. At the same time, the metaphysics of divine love can also
mask the desire for physical union. In this sense, the figure of Christ as the beloved
serves as a safe site to express a form of love that cannot be named or consummated.
If Hopkins's poetry were to be read primarily as a redirection of same-sex attraction away from his peers and toward Christ, then this practice would exclude or
misread some of his most explicitly incarnational poems: his Marian verse. Although
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Eucharistic images abound in the majority of his devotional works (a category that
includes practically all of his works), the poet most directly contemplates Christ's
physicality in his meditations on Mary and her integral role in both the Incarnation
and redemption. Sharing his order's admiration for Mary, Hopkins "frequently paid
homage" to her not only in his poetry but also in his sermons (Pick 1966, 83). She
is, like Christ and the Holy Spirit, a recurrent theme in his writing, one rooted in
the Spiritual Exercises and coursing "through his Jesuit life from 'The Wreck of the
Deutschland' onwards" (1966, 103). Unfortunately, with the notable exception of
The Wreck, his intricate and beautiful Marian poems are frequently overlooked in
critical discussions of Hopkins's work. That these poems comprise the entirety of
the few poems Hopkins wrote postconversion for immediate publication has not
proved sufficiently compelling to attract scholarly attention. This neglect may lie in
part because they are occasional poems commissioned by his superiors 12 and, therefore, seem to stand apart from works that stem from the poet's own thought and
inspiration. Even Pick, a critic who pays some passing attention to the Marian verse,
suspects that Hopkins's wish "to appeal to popular tastes" makes these poems somewhat "unsatisfactory" (1966, 103). Although the public nature of these poems may
have intimidated Hopkins, these poems reflect the signature originality, complexity,
and craftsmanship of his non-Marian verse. More importantly, they reflect a very real
attachment to the Blessed Virgin.
Considering his pronounced personal interest in the Incarnation and his Jesuit
training, it would be strange for Hopkins to avoid contemplating the role of Mary
in that process and explore it in his verse. It is not by accident, coincidence, or appeasement to his superiors that the "Virgin appears over and over again in Hopkins'
poetry" (Downes 1959, 164); she appears throughout his life's work because of her
theological importance to him. Hopkins's conversion to Catholicism not only gave
him access to Real Presence through the sacraments, it also gave him Mary. Considered to be "one of the most controversial figures in Victorian England," Mary was "a
powerful presence" whose figure personified the "errors" of Catholicism (Engelhardt
2000, 44). These so-called false doctrines included "pagan idolatry, superstition and
willful ignorance of the Bible, all of which were summed up in a single word: Mariolatry" (2000, 44). For this reason, the Tractarians were careful to reject the elevation
of Mary alongside papal authority and sacerdotal intercession. Hopkins's conversion
to Catholicism restored Mary to her intercessory role between humanity and divinity. Joining the Society of Jesus further solidified the importance of Mary since the
order consistently held reverence for Mary as a "special concern" from the Counter
Reformation to the present (Downes 1959, 164). His study of Duns Scotus also
reinforced his attachment to Mary; 13 a great admirer of the theological scholar's theories, Hopkins deeply "prized" his "early defence of the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception" (Pick 1966, 83). These Catholic influences gave Hopkins something
he could never find in Anglicanism: a worthy female object of sacramental desire.
In Catholic theology, Mary holds a unique position in the Christological world
that is inextricably linked with the Incarnation. As Jaroslav Pelikan explains, "the
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primary importance of the annunciation was believed to lie in the miracle of the
incarnation" (1996, 82). Free from sin (Original or otherwise), Mary's virgin body
was able to usher the human aspect of god, Christ, into the mortal world. Through
her physical body, the Word of God was made Flesh. The importance of this bond
between Mary's body and Christ's to early and medieval Christians is manifested in
artistic representations of these personages. Brown's study of Roman Catholicism uncovers the "heavy stress" these Christians placed on the physical connection between
"the flesh of Christ and that of his virgin mother" (1988, 444) in sixth-century icons
that frequently feature Christ lying on his mother's lap, "as if indissolubly tied to

"The Virgin Adoring the Host, 1852". Ingres' painting was criticized for presenting a
virgin whose appearance was more mortal and sensual than divine and beautiful. This
image is also unique in Marian art - no other painting depicts Mary with her transubstantiated son. Like Hopkins' poem, Ingres' painting is radical in its representation of
these subjects.
Oil painting by jea n-Auguste-Dominique Ingres
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humankind by the bond of her womb" (1988, 445). These ties were also recognized
and revered in the Middle Ages. It was not a coincidence that the emergence of the
Cult of Mary was concurrent with the Church's adoption of the doctrines of transubstantiation and concomitance. Synergistically, Eucharistic lore conjoined with
Mariolatry, creating a "strong bond" between the "eucharistic body reborn at the
mass and the original body born in the virgin womb, to produce the powerful image
linked both to crucifixion and to nativity in the Virgin Mary" (Rubin 1991, 142). In
the process, Mary herself became "augmented in the eucharistic context . .. a mediator, celebrant, the person who had intimately constituted the sacred" (1991, 142).
Mary is not only the mother of God, she is also the mediator between God and man.
In her role as Mediatrix, Mary unites God and humanity through Christ on
multiple levels. This union happens on a physical level with her "active role in the
incarnation" (Pelikan 1996, 131). The incarnation would not have occurred if she
withheld her "assent to the word and will of God" (1996, 131). Her consent to carry
and raise the Son of God brought Christ into the world; through her participation
she "made the incarnation and therefore the redemption possible" (1996, 131).
Mary's place in uniting humanity and divinity did not end with giving birth to
Christ but extended to her intercessory position between the two. On a metaphysical
level, Mary helped sinners receive God's grace through Christ. Pelikan explains that
Mary "was addressed as the one who could bring cleansing and healing to the sinner
and as the one who would give succor against the temptations of the devil; but she
did this by mediating between Christ and humanity" (1996, 133). To the mortal
world, her intercession with Christ brings "healing," "fertility," "consolation," and
above all "mercy" for "the fallen" (Warner 1976, 315-316). She is "the advocate who
pleads humanity's cause before the judgment seat of God" (1976, 316). Although she
cannot grant mercy directly to sinners, she can intercede on their behalf through her
prayers because of her direct access to Christ. All hail Mary, the Mediatrix of Grace.
To contemporary readers accustomed to interpreting gender anxiety in nineteenth-century British literature through a queer lens, Mary, as the Mediatrix, could
easily be seen as the necessary shared female who makes male same-sex desire possible in a society that disavows homosexuality. She brings together a sinner and his
savior as well as a priest (the bride) and Christ (the bridegroom). Mary is the perfect
woman to mediate homoerotic desire since her body is maternal, not sexual. The
miracle of the virgin birth to Roman Catholics is that Mary was able to experience
"every human physiological process" necessary to conceive, bear, and nurse a child
without having to endure "the hot act of male procreation and the wrenching-open
of the womb at childbirth" (Brown 1988, 444). Spared these "two violent and indispensable links of a normal human process" (1988, 444), Mary was "disconnected,
in the believer's mind, from the black shadow of the sexual act that lay at the root
of normal, physical society" (1988, 445-46). This state of physical perfection was
imagined to ennoble all similar "intensely physical relationships" that involve the
shared qualities of "nurture, intimacy, [and] the continuity of one's own flesh and
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blood" (1988, 444). Holding a perpetual virgin as the ideal of womanhood served
to bolster the Church's evolving position on celibacy. It also, likely unintentionally,
makes Mary the perfect woman for a gay or questioning priest to desire. Already
practicing sexual renunciation, the priest could form a nonsexual bond with the
woman who is physically linked to the man he desires above all.
The potential for male homosocial/homoerotic desire to be negotiated through
the body of Mary can be seen in Hopkins's poem "The Blessed Virgin Compared to
the Air We Breathe." As is the norm with his Marian verse, "The Blessed Virgin" is
"little discussed" (Loomis 1988, 169) in general and almost universally disregarded
in queer criticism of Hopkins. Seldom appreciated for its own merits or in relation to
Hopkins's other works, "The Blessed Virgin" is easily dismissed as "innocuous piety"
by "the average critic" who may be too hasty in deeming this poem "unimportant to
the semantics of many late Hopkins' lyrics" (Loomis 1988, 169). Its lackluster critical reception is summed up in Virginia Ridley Eilis's lukewarm praise of the poem,
considering it one of the poet's "minor achievements" (1991, xv) . This view is not
helped by Hopkins's own disappointment with the poem, which he expressed in a
letter to Bridges, writing that "it is too true that the highest subjects are not those
on which it is easy to reach one's highest"' (qtd. in Ellis 1991, xv) . Yet this poem has
appealed to some readers who have recognized its poetic and theological virtues. Pick
determines that of all his Marian poems, this one "is the most characteristic of Hopkins itself" (1966, 103). "Something more than devotional," Downes sees Hopkins
attaining "a kind of meditation" in its "poetic management" of the theme of Mary's
intercessory role in human salvation (1959, 165). Justus George Lawler is the most
supportive reader of "The Blessed Virgin," commending it as "Hopkins's most extraordinarily Metaphysical poem" (1998, 92). I concur that "The Blessed Virgin" is
remarkable in its metaphysics, poetics, and Hopkinsian characteristics. But far from
"innocuous piety," "The Blessed Virgin" is an intriguing experiment in incarnational
poetics. Although Hopkins's theme of"communion with Christ through Mary" may
be a "typical theological and meditative subject" (Downes 1959, 165), the resulting
poem lends itself to a queer reading of Mary's position betwixt and between Christ
and man. More than this, Hopkins's meditation on Mary forwards an unorthodox
view of her mediating presence, one that elevates her beyond typical Mariolatry as
he queers the Eucharist by transubstantiating the "Air We Breathe" into the Blessed
Virgin Mary.
Since the Blessed Virgin is linked physically and spiritually to Christ, a person
can connect to Christ through forging similar bonds with her. According to the
doctrine he expatiates in the poem, Mary's role in the Incarnation constitutes an
immediate physical connection with Christ that can be shared with others seeking
Real Presence. "Mary Immaculate" (I. 24) can experience the Real Presence of Christ
in a way that no other human can-directly. Her sinless state and untouched body,
along with her spiritual receptiveness, denote a sacramental readiness that elevates
her above mere women and goddesses (II. 25-28). She, alone, is worthy to receive
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the whole body of Christ into her body and this comprises the "one work [she) has
to do" (I. 29). Her body is the gateway that could:
Let all God's glory through,
God's glory which would go
Through her and from her flow
Off, and no way but so. (II. 30-33)

As he explicates further in the poem, Mary makes God knowable by making him
incarnate. She serves as "the softening, humanizing medium of God's glory, justice,
and grace" (Gardner 1985, 283, n. 60). Prior to entering the world, "god of old" (I.
103) was "A blear and blinding ball/ With blackness bound" (II. 97-98) located in
a "grimy vasty vault" ( 102) until ''A mother came to mould / Those limbs like ours"
(II. 103-4). Mary's essential role in the Incarnation made God visible:
Through her we may see him
Made sweeter, not made dim.
And her hand leaves his light
Sifrer to suit out sight. (II. 110-13)

With her immaculate soul and pure body, the Blessed Virgin can make the Word
of God flesh without diminishing or despoiling him. Through sharing her flesh and
blood with Christ, Mary makes the Incarnation possible that allows people to see
and know God.
Hopkins's emphasis on the shared flesh between Mary and Christ predicates the
mystical on the physical. Though the process remains a mystery, the Incarnation is
all about the corporeality of Christ as he transitions from an intangible god into a
mortal man through the body of a woman. He reinforces this bodily connection,
reminding readers that:
Of her flesh he took flesh:
He does take fresh and fresh,
Though much the mystery how (II. 55-57)

By this logic, if a person wants to establish a physical connection with Christ, then he
must go through Mary; like Christ, "of her flesh" he must also take "flesh." Sharing
flesh with Mary involves some ingenuity on the part of the poet. A sexual union is
not an option since she is a perpetual virgin and he is celibate and likely homosexual.
Any carnal knowledge between them would be a violation, not a sacrament. To resolve this dilemma, Hopkins establishes a chaste, physical bond with Mary that is
maternal, not sexual. In this, he mirrors Christ's relationship with the Blessed Virgin
by becoming her flesh-and-blood son.
Since Hopkins cannot physically take residence in Mary's womb, he metaphorically transforms the air enveloping the world into Mary. Through a metaphysical
conceit gleaned from a moment of instress, Hopkins can imagine himself inside
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the body of Mary and also take Mary into his body, experiencing Incarnation and
redemption through her. Reflecting on the "wild air, world-mothering air" (l. 1) with
its "nestling" (1. 2) and "nursing element" (1. 10) that sustains his life "more than
meat and drink" (1. 11), Hopkins correlates the act of respiration with gestational
incubation. This metaphysical air "minds" (1. 16) the poet of Mary:
... who not only
Gave God's infinity
Dwindled to infancy
Welcome in womb and breast,
Birth, milk, and all the rest
But mothers each new grace
That does now reach our race- (II. 17-23)

By metaphorically connecting the substance and function of the atmosphere with the
body and office of the Virgin, Hopkins recognizes the expansive soul-saving power
of the divine mother while emphasizing her physical body. Though she "mothers
each new grace," this mystical process is predicated upon her maternal capacity to
"welcome" Christ physically in her "womb" and at her "breast."
By replicating this mother-son relationship, the poet becomes less like a man and
more like god. Mary's "inexhaustible fecundity'' (Pick 1966, 103) has the power
to transform an individual physically and spiritually:
Not flesh but spirit now
And makes, 0 marvellous!
New Nazareths in us.
Where she shall yet conceive
Him, morning, noon, and eve:
New Bethlems, and he born
There, evening, noon, and mornBethlem or Nazareth. (II. 58-65)

As the Mediatrix, Mary unites Christ and man through "the divine sacrament's
impregnation in the human soul" as she "create[s] birth-places for human Christliness" within each person (Loomis 1988, 136). That is, we can experience "the birth
of Christ within man, a re-incarnation of the Incarnation" (Pick 1966, 103). Mary's
capacity to bring Christ into the world is not restricted to a physical act or a historical time; she can birth him spiritually into the souls of all those who would receive
him. Varghese Mathai summarizes the perpetuity of this phenomenon, explaining:
"Just as the Word chose to annunciate its own conception in Mary's womb, so does
the Word after its historical incarnation repeat the act experientially'' (1996, 136).
By "draw[ing] like breath" (1. 66), men become "more Christ" (I. 67), a "new" and
"nobler" self (1. 69) who is "Both God and Mary's Son" (1. 72). Man can achieve this
state through breathing in Mary's grace, which prepares his soul to receive the Real
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Presence of Christ in full. More specifically, the poet can become one with Christ
through communing with Mary.
Through the metaphysical conceit of the air, Hopkins enfolds Mary's physical
participation in the process of Incarnation and intercessory presence in the redemption into one maternal identity. "As the mother of grace," Mary sustains "our
supernatural life" just as the oxygenated "Air we Breathe" sustains "our natural life"
(Pick 1966, 103). Because of this Marian air, "we"-her children-"are wound/
with mercy round and round" since she, "wild web, wondrous robe. / Mantles the
guilty globe" (11. 34-39). As Christ's earthly mother and humanity's spiritual one,
her spiritual influence has a physical impact. Through "high motherhood" (I. 47),
she cares for the welfare ("ghostly good," I. 48) of humanity by "play[ing] in grace
her part/ About man's beating heart" (11. 49-50). Her multidimensional maternity
allows her to nurture her children spiritually in a way that touches them physically.
They may not be nursing at her breast as Christ did, but they breathe in the air
that is charged with her presence and receive spiritual sustenance from it. Investing
the material air with spiritual mothering is not just symbolic; it is transubstantial.
Hopkins's comparison of the "Blessed Virgin" and "the Air we Breathe" is more
than contemplative; it is consecrative. As he catalogues the similarities between
the atmosphere and Mary, Hopkins progressively sublimates the two images into
one common entity.
Hopkins's sacramental use of poetic language consecrates the "wild air, worldmothering air;" it becomes the Blessed Virgin Mary in the same way that the bread
and wine becomes the flesh and blood of Christ, the Blessed Sacrament of the altar,
through the prayer of consecration. Rather than ingesting Christie bread/flesh and
wine/blood to attain salvation, the poet inhales Marian air to receive her light and
grace. "This blue heaven" (I. 86) contains Real Presence, not of Christ, but of the
Blessed Virgin. With the air as a Eucharist, breathing becomes a means of communion. In establishing a new Eucharist of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Hopkins moves
beyond traditional Roman Catholic dogma. Theologically, Mary is limited to her
intercessory role; she "never works on her own, but only through Christ" to redeem
humanity (Warner 1976, 323). This distinction, however, has been lost "in practice"
as evidenced by the body of vernacular stories that endow the Virgin Mary with
powers and gifts until she "undeniably usurps the unique privileges of Christ" (1976,
323). In the lives of believers, Mary can perform miracles and extend grace by virtue
of her own status as the queen of heaven. Hopkins suggests this mystical vision of
Mary when he writes:
Nay, more than almoner.
The sweet alms' is her
And men are meant to share
H er life as life does air. (II. 42-45)
She is not merely a petitioner, requesting mercy for sinners at the hour of their death;
she is mercy incarnate. Sharing "her life as life does air," Mary makes salvation pos-
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sible for all without Christ. Hopkins has effectively transferred Christ's power to
redeem to Mary who offers grace in this life and in life eternal. By locating saving
grace in the Marian air he breathes, Hopkins queers the Eucharist.
While much has been made of Hopkins's sexual orientation and how his incarnational poetry represents the sublimation of suppressed homosexual desire, this
sacramental poem is less about desiring the Real Presence of Christ than about communing with Mary. Her role as Mediatrix can be read as the ultimate in triangulated
desire, but this reading does not tell the entire story in this poem. The goal is not to
become one with Christ so much as to become like Christ-to be Mary's son in the
womb and at her breast. Ultimately, the poem voices a yearning to unite with the
female Other of God, Mary, not exclusively as a means of communing with Christ.
His desire to experience the Real Presence of the Blessed Virgin finds full voice in his
entreaty to his "dear Mother" to be "my atmosphere / My happier world" free from
sin (II. 114-117). Though the language is sensual (''Above me, round me lie" [I. 118];
"Stir in my ears, speak there" [I. 121]), the intent is not sexual but sacramental. Hopkins wants her redeeming influence to correct his "forward eye" (I. 120) and to fill
his ears with words "Of God's love ... / Of patience, penance, prayer" (II. 122-23).
Far from an empty indulgence in Mariolatry, "The Blessed Virgin" expresses a sincere
desire to feel the loving embrace of a mother:
World-mothering air, air wild.
Wound with thee, in thee isled.
Fold home, fast fold thy child. (II. 124-26)

With this concluding prayer, Hopkins articulates his need to be joined inextricably
with Mary and feel her nurturing and saving presence in his life. She is more than a
woman exchanged between two men; she is a divine mother who can freely reciprocate his love and guide him to heaven.
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through love" (1966, 29-30). For more on Ignatian thought and practices, see The Spiritual
Exercises ofSt. Igantius, translated by Anthony Mottola.
4. Norman White enumerates the difficulties in making conclusive statements about Hopkins's sexuality based on such limited resources as his notebooks and journals in the article
"Hopkins: Problems in the Biography," Studies in the Literary Imagination 21, no. 1 (1988).
5. For insight on Pater's sexuality and his influence, see Linda Dowling's Hellenism and
Homosexuality, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984; Richard Dellamora's Masculine
Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism, Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1990; Patricia Clements's Baudelaire and the English Tradition, Princeron, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1985; James Eli Adams's Dandies and Desert Saints: Styles ofVictorian Masculinity, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995; Thais E. Morgan's "Reimagining
Masculinity in Victorian Criticism: Swinburne and Pater," Victorian Studies 36, no. 3 (1993);
and William F. Shuter's "The Outing of 'Walter Pater,"' Nineteenth-Century Literature 48,
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6. Hopkins's attachment to Dolben is touched upon in Robert Bernard Martin's Gerard
Manley Hopkins: A Very Private Life, New York : Putnam, 1991. See also Norman White's
Hopkins: A Literary Biography, Oxford, England: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.
7. David Hilliard explores the connection berween male homosexuality and the AngloCatholic tradition in his essay "Unenglish and Unmanly: Anglo-Catholicism and Homosexuality." Victorian Studies 25, no. 2 (1982). Also see Frederick Roden's Same-Sex Desire in
Victorian Religious Culture, New York: Palgrave, 2002 and Patrick O'Malley's "Epistemology
of the Cloister." GLQ· A journal ofLesbian & Gay Studies 15, no. 4 (2009) .
8. For discussions of homosexuality in the Victorian age, see Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's
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Routledge, 1970; and H. Montgomery Hyde's The Other Love: An Historical and Contemporary Survey of Homosexuality in Britain, London: Heinemann, 1970.
9. A sampling of such criticisms includes Peter Swaab's "Hopkins and the Pushed Peach,"
Critical Quarterly 37, no. 3 (1995); Michael Lynch's "Recovering Hopkins, Recovering
Ourselves," Hopkins Quarterly 6 (1979); and Joseph Bristow's '"Churlsgrace': Gerard Manley
Hopkins and the Working-Class Male Body," English Literary History 59 (1992) .
10. See Renee V. Overholser's essay "'Looking with Terrible Temptation': Gerard Manley
Hopkins and Beautiful Bodies," Victorian Literature and Culture 19, edited by John Maynard
and Adrienne Auslander Munich (1991).
11. See chapter 2, "'Spousal Love' in the Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins," in Dellamora's Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism.
12. In accordance with Stonyhurst tradition to honor Mary each May, Hopkins would
write a poem to be inscribed on a plaque and placed before the Lady Statue.
13. For a detailed examination of Scotus's support of Mary, see Roberto Zavolloni and
Elidoro Mariani's La dottrina mariologica di Giovanni Duns Scoto, Rome: Amonianum, 1987.
For a brief discussion on Scotus's argument for Mary's sinless state, see Marina Warner's Alone
ofAll Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary, New York: Knopf, 1976.
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Holy Fools in Evelyn Waugh's
Brideshead Revisited and Helena
Adam De Ville

There is, in the Orthodox Christian East-first in the East-Roman Empire, and later
in the East-Slavic lands of what we today know as Ukraine and Russia-a mysterious type of Christian figure unique to that part of the world whose life is "a riddle,
wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma'' (to use Churchill's famous phrase about
Soviet Russia in 1939). These are Christians who feign (and perhaps, in some cases,
actually undergo) a period of madness in which they act in ways utterly at odds
with all social and religious conventions and cultural expectations of "respectable"
behavior. The behavior is so erratic and disturbing, so at odds with what is assumed
to be properly "pious" and "appropriate" conduct, that these Christians utterly blur
the line between eccentricity and insanity, and do so quite deliberately for reasons
presently to be discussed.
The behavior of these Christians is such a body-blow to conventional categories
that even coming up with adequate terminology to describe them is a challenge. 1
These figures, who have no directly comparable Western analogues,2 are usually
referred to in Russian as iurodivyi, for which we do not have an entirely satisfactory
translation into English, but which we, nonetheless, usually render as "holy fools."
There are multiple examples of such fools in well-known Russian works of the last
two centuries: Pushkin's Boris Godunov, Tolstoy's Childhood, Boyhood, and Youth, and
above all Dostoevsky's Brothers Karamazov. 3
These iurodivyi are Christians who take quite literally the Pauline notion of being, in a very real sense, "fools for Christ's sake" (I Cor. 4: 1O) who are "a spectacle
to the world, to angels and to men" (I Cor. 4:9): "we are weak, but you are strong.
You are held in honor, but we are in disrepute. To the present hour we hunger and
thirst, we are ill-clad and buffeted and homeless ... ; we have become, and are now,
as the refuse of the world, the off-scouring of all things" (I Cor. 4:106-13). The
figure of the iurodivyi has increasingly come in for scholarly scrutiny in the last few
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decades, though their behavior has been a topos in hagiographic literature for 1,400
years, and their existence was widely known in Russia for at least the last 500 years .
They have not, however, been well understood in the West. In what follows, I do
five things. In the first three rather brief and descriptive sections, I (i) sketch out
scriptural notions of holy foolishness; (ii) describe the earliest examples of holy fools
in the East-Roman Empire; and (iii) look at a few more recent East Slavic examples
of holy fools. In the fourth section I synthesize this data to determine the common
characteristics of holy fools; and then, finally, I put this all together into a hermeneutic lens to examine two of the most puzzling characters in Brideshead Revisited
and Helena, two of the major "mature" novels of the great English Catholic writer
Evelyn Waugh. I argue that these characters can be better understood than they have
been hitherto by seeing them as, in their own way, iurodivyi. Waugh's iurodivyi, so I
argue, manifest a pedagogical and apophatic foolishness that teaches others that the
mystery of life in Christ cannot be captured by the categories of modern rationality
or reduced to the conventions of bourgeois respectability. Rather, the very nature of
the God revealed in Christ is one who defies all expectations and who exceeds all
boundaries in an "absurd" super-abundance of unfathomable love, which is often
incomprehensible to most except those regarded as mental and even moral defectives. In the final analysis, we shall see that the iurodivyi are to be understood "not as
psychologically deranged but as an embodiment of Mystery." 4

HOLY FOOLISHNESS IN SCRIPTURE
The Bible has a number of figures who act in shocking ways that upset expectations
for those considered "prophets" or "holy." The earliest examples are from Old Testament (OT) prophets. 5 The greatest of these, Isaiah, is told by God to start "walking
naked and barefoot . .. for three years as a sign and a portent against Egypt and
Ethiopia" (Isa. 20:2-3). Ezekiel's instructions are just as infelicitous but in a different
way. First God tells him to recline for 390 days on left side (Ez. 4:4-6), but as God
moves from bedroom to kitchen things get worse for poor Ezekiel, who is told to eat
the scroll (Ez. 3:1-3) and then, even more alarmingly, instructed "you shall eat ...
a barley cake, baking it in their sight on human dung." When Ezekiel objects, the
Lord says, "See, I will let you have cow's dung instead of human dung, on which you
may prepare your bread" (Ez. 4:12-15).
There are numerous other examples of God doing, or instructing others to do,
things that seem risible and absurd in human terms but have a pedagogical purpose
in God's plan, usually to instruct or correct the people of Israel, or their enemies,
or both. Such examples include the clearly postmenopausal Sarah being told by
God she will conceive a child, in response to which both she and Abraham laugh
in God's face (Gen. 17:15-21 and 18:9-15); Hosea taking a whore, Gomer, for a
wife (Hos. l:2ff); Jeremiah being instructed to go about with "thongs and yokebars ... on your neck" (Jer. 27:2); Zedekiah being told to wear horns of iron (3
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Kings 22: 11). Not surprisingly, a true prophet is hard to discern from a false one
(Deut. 18:20) and could be thought quite foolish. Fools, in the OT, are generally
those who do not or will not recognize God, and will not obey Him: "The fool says
in his heart, 'There is no God"' (Ps. 52: 1 [LXX]), a common lament throughout
the psalter.
In the New Testament, the theme of foolishness finds even more direct expression,
though its expression is very carefully teleological and pedagogical in nature. As John
Saward has aptly remarked, the New Testament (NT) "never beatifies wisdom or
folly in general, but only wisdom or folly under a certain description."6 In the gospels,
we find Jesus thanking His Father for having "hidden these things from the wise and
understanding and revealed them to babes" (Matt. 11 :25). Luke picks this up in the
same words but expands the declaration to include the story of the good Samaritan
whose behavior is so far beyond the call of duty as to be absurd (Luke 10:2lff).
The good Samaritan is an example, as Saward notes, of those ridiculed by the world
because of their "self-oblation, the renunciation of self-protection." 7
Paul is the one who gives us several descriptions of holy foolery and absurd conduct. He is himself accused of being a madman (Acts 26:24ff) for preaching about
Christ. It is he who gives us the famous hymn to Christ's absurd self-abnegation, His
kenosis (Phil. 2:5-11). And, of course, as noted above already, it is Paul whose first
letter to the church at Corinth puts before us the language of holy folly several times:
"the foolishness of God is wiser than men" (1:25), and the "folly" of "the wisdom
of this world" must be scorned by "a fool that he may become wise" (I Cor. 3:18).
The "message about the cross is foolishness" (mwr ... a) (I Cor. 1:18; cf 1:25, 27;
2: 14; 3: 18-19; 4: 10).Finally, and more fully, he describes in detail a "fool for Christ's
sake" (1me<j mwroi di: CristOn) (4: 10). 8 For Paul, the mwr.. . a toa khrUgmatoj is not
merely a rhetorical trope, polemical device, or theatrical allusion. As L. L. Welborn's
careful and insightful word study has shown, "[W]hen Paul described the message
of the crucified Christ as 'foolishness,' he was reflecting the harsh experience of his
missionary preaching and the response that the gospel elicited, particularly from
Greeks and Romans." 9

EARLIEST (GREEK) EXAMPLES
This Pauline notion was taken very seriously in the Greek-speaking eastern half of
the Roman Empire. As forms of Christian sanctity begin to take shape, especially
with the development of monasticism and other forms of asceticism, 10 we find in
the East a category of sanctity unique to this part of the Christian world-the
holy fool. 11 In the Middle Byzantine period, we find the foundational example of
holy foolery, the paradigm to which all successors look back, viz., the one variously
known as Abba Symeon the Fool or Saint Simeon Salos (from the Greek s£loj, possibly a calque from Syrian sakla, which is usually translated as "stupid" or "fool"). 12
Simeon's vita was already written by the middle of the seventh century in a famous
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hagiographic text composed by Leontius of Neapolis on Cyprus (modern Limassol)
in the 640s. 13 About Symeon 14 we are told, inter alia, that he:
took nuts with him to church to pelt people with 15 and on other Sundays wore
a string of sausages about his neck like a diaconal orarion ("stole") and dipped
them in a pot of mustard to eat-when everyone else would have been observing the pre-Eucharistic fast; 16
accepted a job selling lupines-a legume known to induce "ostentatious flatulence"-only to give them away and consume the rest himself; 17
defecated in public; 18
deliberately "rushed willingly" into the public baths clearly designated for
women; 19
pretended to fondle female slaves and even allowed himself to be falsely blamed
for raping and impregnating one of them. 20
This and other Greek examples 21 would come, in turn, to live on long after the eastern empire began its slow collapse in the first few centuries of the second millennium
prior to its complete destruction and domination by the Ottoman Turks in May of
1453. With the Christianization of Rus' in 988, 22 these earlier examples would be
introduced to the East Slavs, where they would take very deep root both culturally
and spiritually down to the present day.

EAST SLAVIC EXAMPLES
In many examples of Byzance apres Byzance, we find the life of the holy fool more culturally prominent in Russia than anywhere else, even today. 23 Holy folly is, in some
ways, at the very heart of Russia (and, to a lesser extent, Ukraine 24 ) not merely in her
literature and hagiography but also in her self-presentation to the world in that instantly and universally recognizable image of St. Basil's Cathedral in the Kremlin, an
image that has appeared on countless tourist brochures and websites for decades now.
That cathedral, at the heart of Moscow, is dedicated not, as some might expect, to St.
Basil the Great, the outstanding fourth-century Cappadocian father and bishop of
Caesarea, but to St. Basil the Fool, about whom we are told that he was born in the
1460s (some sources say 1464, others 1468 or 1469) outside Moscow, died in 1557,
and was glorified as a saint in 1588 by the patriarch of Moscow.
In the burning summer heat and in the 'winter's harsh frost, he walked about barefoot
through the streets of Moscow. His actions were strange: here he would upset a stand
with kalachi, and there he would spill a jug with kvas. Angry merchants throttled the
blessed one, but he endured the beatings with joy and he thanked God for them. Then
it was discovered that the kalachi were poorly cooked, and the kvas was badly prepared.
The reputation of St Basil quickly grew, and people saw him as a holy fool, a man of
God, and a denouncer of wrong. 25
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Other stories abound about him, many apocryphal. One says that Basil was fearless
and God-protected in challenging Tsar Ivan IV ("the Terrible") by telling the latter
that it mattered not whether he ate meat during Great Lent because he had already
shed so much blood. The tsar was so awed by Basil he left him alone and, reportedly,
served as pallbearer for him at his death. This points to a common characteristic of
fools: they are "marginal figures ... [who] cannot be entirely appropriated by any
social or ecclesiastical structure. It is precisely this independence and impartiality
that underpins the holy fool's capacity to help reconcile all disparities and to act as a
point of contact between man and God." 26
There would, in time, be many examples of holy fools in what we today know
as Ukraine and Russia.27 Most of these fools are men, though one rather recent
and notable woman 28 is that of St. Xenia of St. Petersburg, c.1730-c. l 803; she
was glorified as a saint in 1988. Hers is a fascinating example for transgressing the
boundaries of sexual roles. Having married Andrei, a cavalry officer, they enjoyed
marriage until his sudden death, which worried his wife greatly because he had not
received the sacraments of the Church. She would give away all her possessions, and
go about dressed in her dead husband's military uniform, telling everyone to call
her by his name. She is described as wandering all over the capital thus disguised
doing good for people in her husband's name, so that if his soul were suffering from
the sins he had not repented at the time of his death, her deeds and prayers would
help him. 29
There are more recent examples of holy fools in Russia in the twentieth century,
but rather than look at individual cases I want to draw out from the literature some
of the common features of the fools, both ancient30 and modern. 31 In seeking to analyze these figures, it is important to bear in mind that they often evade full analysis,
especially perhaps psychoanalysis. As George Fedotov argued in his study of them,
"the life of a holy fool is a perpetual oscillation between moral acts of saving men
and immoral acts of insulting them." 32 There is a fundamental instability in the life
of most fools that prevents us ever from knowing with complete certainty whether
their madness and outrageous antics are merely pedagogical postures designed to encourage the virtues of faith, hope, and love, and to discourage vice, or whether they
are something else. 33 In the end, sorting out these questions may not even be that
important: "The 'fool for Christ's sake' .. . behaves 'incorrectly' from the layman's
point of view and one may even say 'not correctly' from the monk's; nevertheless he
preserves his sanctity on some higher level, where these opposites evidently lose their
generally accepted meaning." 34 As Syrkin goes on to say a little later, most holy fools
witness to "the neutralization of the 'purity'-'dirtiness' opposition" as well as similar
oppositions between "clothed" and "naked" and between men and women. 35 In so
doing, they are so devoted to witnessing to Christ that they scarcely see, and still
less suffer, the social insults and hostility that so often attend those who transgress
these boundaries: "How blest are you when you suffer insults and persecution and
every kind of calumny for my sake" (Luke 6:22). The fools seem to combine these
seemingly irreconcilable antinomies "as though the 'fool' were serving as a particular
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instance of coincidentia oppositorum" by being, as the hymnody so often phrases it,
"bodiless in body" and "surpassing all wisdom by folly." 36
It is, then, generally accepted that it is impossible ever firmly and finally to fully
differentiate between the iurodivyi and the insane; as Pavel Florensky has put it, "It
might be insanity or it might be a special and as yet incomprehensible wisdom." 37 As
Kallistos Ware has succinctly put it, "the fool is equivocal, enigmatic, always a disturbing question mark." 38 This is deliberate and intentional insofar as the fool seeks
to disrupt those who "have identified faith and truth with the secularized concept
of moral uprightness and conventional decorum." 39 This ambiguity is important to
keep in mind, especially when it comes to the psychological status of Lord Sebastian
Flyte in Evelyn Waugh's Brideshead Revisited.

IURODIVYI /NWAUGH'S NOVELS
I want now to consider examples of holy fools in the writings of Evelyn Waugh,
widely regarded as the greatest English Catholic novelist of the twentieth century,
and certainly one of the funniest. Waugh was born in England in 1903 and died
there on Easter Sunday in 1966. In between, he went to Oxford, married twice,
raised seven children, and wrote eighteen novels, 40 three biographies, 41 seven travel
books, 42 many newspaper and magazine artides, 43 and one volume of autobiography.44 In addition, he was one of the funniest and most prolific letter writers of his
day45 and also an amusing, if often searingly blunt, diarist. 46 His novels have worn
extremely well, and almost all of them, together with many of his other writings,
remain widely in print. Penguin is bringing out another edition of them this year or
next, and Waugh's grandson, Alexander, told me last year that he is under contract
with Oxford University Press for a complete collected works, projected to run to
fifty or more volumes. Waugh's novels have also attracted the attention of filmmakers, who have attempted productions of Scoop, Bright Young People, and of course
the brilliant and utterly enchanting 1981 adaptation for British TV of Brideshead
Revisited with such great actors as John Gielgud, Lawrence Olivier, and Jeremy Irons.
Before applying the model of the holy fool to the writings of Evelyn Waugh
(1903-1966), several cautions are in order. First, there are no characters in any of
Waugh's novels who perfectly embody all the characteristics of the fool, especially in
the more "extreme" manifestations in the classical Greek forms. There are, moreover,
some actual fools who are not portrayed as having redeeming qualities: their foolery is not pedagogical or teleological and not of providential design 47 but is simple
stupidity, iniquity, or actual organic madness or psychosis. 48 In such cases, Waugh's
portrayal of these characters is explicit and simple, his disdain obvious-whereas, in
cases of holy fools, their true nature is hidden and must be teased out, as we shall see.
Second, I do not wish to force Waugh's characters into forms he himself never
conceived of, and of whose Eastern Orthodox provenance he most likely would have
disapproved. 49Waugh was, of course, a staunch Roman Catholic, having converted
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in late September 1930, a uniquely unpropitious period for ecumenical relations
between Eastern and Western Christians thanks to Pope Pius Xl. 50 Days after his
conversion, he was on his way to Abyssinia under contract for at least one London
newspaper to cover the coronation of the emperor in an Oriental Orthodox country
he had heard described as "'nominally Christian: the Abyssinians are deplorably
lax in their morals."' 5 ' In one article resulting from this trip, he partially mocks the
prolixity and complexity of Orthodox liturgics (in this case, the imperial coronation
celebrated according to the Alexandrian rite in its Abyssinian/Ethiopian recension)
in his ''A Coronation in 1930," 52 later comparing unfavorably Eastern liturgies (of
which Waugh was almost completely ignorant in every respect, just as he was, a fortiori, about Eastern Christianity in general) to the supposedly superior openness, light,
and reason of the Latin liturgical tradition to which Waugh was fiercely attached. 53
Nonetheless, I believe there are at least two major characters that very much
embody key aspects of the fool in such a noticeable way that they can be profitably
understood by analyzing them through this hermeneutic of holy fools. 54 These two
characters, Sebastian and Helena, are at the heart of his two major mature novelsBrideshead Revisited (BR) and Helena (H) respectively-and these two characters are
among the most misunderstood of his characters. 55 I think my analysis of them helps
us to understand more deeply than we have hitherto what Waugh was attempting
to do in portraying them as he did. Waugh not only uses-without, of course, casting them terminologically thus-iurodivyi to guard real faith 56 but he regularly and
openly mocks what he regards as bogus Christianity practiced by people far too certain of their own sanctity and smug superiority, people who prize nothing so much
as bourgeois conventionality and social respectability. 57 Contrary to many of the
received "myths" 58 about Waugh-which, as I have shown elsewhere, 59 incorrectly
portray him as a man desperately insecure in his social station, and desperately sucking up to, and trying to imitate, the upper classes-it is precisely those "aristocratic"
figures here who most clearly play the role of the fool. 60 Sebastian is the younger son
of the Marquis of Marchmain, one of the wealthiest Catholic aristocratic families in
England, while Helena, of course, is at the very pinnacle of the Roman social hierarchy as the dowager empress. Waugh does not romanticize them at all in the way
we would expect from a genuine social sycophant. He knew too much theological
anthropology6 1 to fall into the traps of romanticizing either the poor or the rich, or
denigrating either. 62
Both Brideshead and Helena have been categorized too quickly and simply by
critics as "conversion stories," as Catholic propaganda, or as encomia to wealth and
power. 63 While Waugh himself later in life seemed inclined to agree somewhat that
the conversion of Lord Marchmain in BR may have been too explicit-as a result
of which he hid Helena's conversion 64-he rejected the idea that it was merely propaganda, and even more strongly scorned the idea it was about praising the rich, a
common criticism at the time and since. Referring, in a letter to one critic, to Rex
Mottram and Lady Celia Ryder-both wealthy and at least somewhat glamorousWaugh asks, "Why did my reverence for money and rank not sanctify these two?" 65
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Waugh equally resists the temptation to portray Helena, dowager empress of Rome,
in an unambiguous light. In the first part of the novel, she emerges as a pagan and
an intellectual lightweight; later on she is portrayed as a reclusive divorcee whom
events have passed by and who is indeed quite content to be left alone (chapter 5 of
the novel, titled "The Post of Honour Is a Private Station," makes this very clear).
In neither of these novels-nor elsewhere-do wealth and power emerge as intrinsic goods. In neither novel-nor elsewhere-are the rich and powerful uncritically
flattered. In neither novel are all the "religious" characters portrayed as sensible and
saintly; this holds true for all of Waugh's corpus. 66 Indeed, one clear characteristic
the fools in Waugh's novels-Sebastian and Helena, above all-share with Eastern
Christian fools is the fact that neither of them is a reformer or leader; both are loners,
and both, to some significant extent, are regarded by others as "losers" notwithstanding their impressive social stations. 67
Let us turn now to consider the holy folly of Lord Sebastian Flyte in BR and the
dowager empress Helena herself in her eponymous novel.

DIVERSITY OF EXAMPLES:
TOWARDS A TYPOLOGICAL HERMENEUTIC
To guide our exploration of the complex characters of Sebastian and Helena, I have
found John Saward's ninefold typology of holy fools helpful in noting a number of
common elements in both East and West. 68 Saward is right to stress that there is no
one type: "folly for Christ's sake is itself a homogeneous phenomenon. The Communion of Saints is a mystery of unity-in-diversity, not of regimented uniformity." 69
Nevertheless, his framework offers us a way to understand Sebastian and Helena in
a fresh way. In what follows, it becomes clear that both Sebastian and Helena fulfill
enough of Saward's criteria to be legitimately called examples of holy fools.

Christocentricity

Saward has argued that "the first and most important of these elements is the
Christocentricity of the fools: the inspiration of all their actions is identity with Christ
crucified, participation in the Lord's poverty, mockery, humiliation, nakedness, and
self-emptying." 70
Sebastian: Christ is not the inspiration of all his actions, at least initially; it is never
clear what is, for much of the early novel.7 1 Only later does he come, especially by
others like his sister Cordelia, to be seen in a Christocentric light as one who suffers,
is humiliated, and so is close to God-as Bridey also recognizes, and later, partially,
Charles. Of him, Cordelia says in various places in BR: "He's still loved, you see,
wherever he goes, whatever condition he's in. It's a thing about him he'll never lose."
Later, speaking of those who suffer in general, she says, "I believe that they are very
near and dear to God." With particular reference to Sebastian's rather unique and, in
some ways self-inflicted, suffering, she says: "[O]ne can have no idea what the suf-
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fering may be, to be maimed as he is-no digniry, no power of will. No one is ever
holy without suffering."
Waugh himself confirms Sebastian as near to Christ and radiating the light of
Christ: "In 1955 Evelyn responded to a letter about Brideshead . .. : 'I am glad you
find Sebastian an interesting character. I don't think he had any egotism. He was a
contemplative without the necessary grace of fortitude."' 72 "With his outer beaury
goes an inner puriry." 73
Helena: Her resemblance to Christ is, in part, through her lack of guile: She poses
questions to people that discombobulate them and can only be answered with simpliciry and truth. Her resemblance is also similar insofar as she who was regal and
powerful refuses to play the part, just as Jesus, king of kings, refused to play the part
in earthly political terms; Helena "was a golden legend. They expected someone very
old and very luxurious; and they rather hoped, gentle. Instead they met a crank; and
more than a crank, a saint. It was altogether too much. They were prepared to meet
demands for delicacies of the table and elaborate furniture. They had secured quite
a passable orchestra 74 from Alexandria. What Helena wanted was something of quite
another order. She wanted the True Cross" (H, 137).

Folly as Charisma
Second, Saward has argued that "folly for Christ's sake is a charisma, a vocation
and gift from God; it is therefore distinguished sharply from simple eccentriciry or
pathological madness." 75 I think here Saward is betraying a Western bias because, as
noted earlier, on the part of many Byzantine and Russian fools, it is all but impossible to distinguish "pathological madness" from holy folly. Nonetheless, it can be
agreed that holy folly, if genuine, is and must be in response to a call from God.
Sebastian: If he has a call, to which he and others allude on some occasions, it is
hidden and develops late. Some, like Cordelia, seem to think he might once have had
a vocation but ran from it, only to have it catch him "like a twitch upon a thread"
late in life when he spends his later years in a desert monastery.
Helena: Clearly she has a vocation, as Waugh makes dear in the novel and his
letters. In fact, Waugh uses Helena to some extent as a cipher to put forward his
notions of vocation:
I liked Helena's sanctity because it is in contrast to all chat moderns chink of as sanctity.
She wasn't thrown to the lions, she wasn't a contemplative, she wasn't poor & hungry, she
didn't look like an El Greco. She just discovered what it was God had chosen for her to
do and did it. And she snubbed Aldous Huxley with his perennial fog by going straight
to the essential physical historical face of the redempcion.7 6

Folly as Simulation
Saward has argued that "holy folly is simulated; the holy fools play at being mad.
The fool for Christ is a sacred jester, down, or mimic. He leads a double life: 'on
stage' (in the streets, by day) he is imbecile; 'in private' (in church, at night) he is a
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man of prayer." 77 I think that here Saward betrays his Western bias: Many fools in
the West do indeed seem to be jesters and players leading a double life, but that is
far less clear in the East. The lines in the East are, as we have seen, generally much
more blurred, making it much more difficult to tell whether the fool is playing at
being mad or is in fact genuinely insane. And, in fact, this is precisely the case with
Sebastian: his early antics-playing with a teddy bear, insisting on "red pillow box
pyjamas," and other antics are all done for reasons that are never entirely clear.
For her part, Helena seems to feign at least silliness, if not madness, on several
occasions-perhaps playing the dunce a bit in view of political dangers? Her life in
danger at one point, she is bundled off to Treves and there meets the Christian Lactantius who introduces her to some of the basic facts of the historical life of Christ,
facts which she finds "all most interesting" (H, 130-31).

Folly as Eschatological
Saward argues that "Folly for Christ's sake is always eschatological." 78 In both cases,
it seems that Sebastian and Helena were acting eschatologically.
Sebastian: It is very difficult, and for some almost impossible, to understand why
his earthly life seems to be so ruined. What good could he accomplish, what happiness will he experience, except in the age to come? Note, too, that Charles's relationship with Sebastian is eschatological in some sense: Sebastian is the "forerunner"
leading to Julia-and beyond Julia to God.
Helena: Hers is something of a "realized eschatology" insofar as "her work was finished. She had done what only the saints succeed in doing; what indeed constitutes
their patent of sanctity. She had completely conformed to the will of God" (H, 156).
Her life points beyond, to the age to come: "Above all the babble of her age and ours,
she makes one blunt assertion. And there alone lies Hope" (H, 159).

Fool as Pilgrim
Saward argues that the eschatological nature of holy folly is most often expressed
by means of pilgrimage. Both Helena and Sebastian end up on extended pilgrimages
in which they discover in fact their vocation and the culmination of their life's work.
Sebastian: Not for nothing is his patronymic Flyte. He is a perpetual peregrinator,
if not exactly a pilgrim, flitting from London to Oxford to Brideshead to Venice and
ultimately to North Africa, and several places there.
Helena: Clearly the latter half of the novel is taken up with her pilgrimage to
Jerusalem to discover the true cross.

Stable Sociopolitical Context
Saward argues that a fool's instability and strangeness is generally dependent on
the surrounding polity being rather stable, harmonious, close-knit: "[T]he holy fool
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appears most commonly at a time of political tranquility." 79 In both cases, this is true:
Sebastian's life takes place in the tranquility of the interwar period in a family that
is protected, by virtue of its enormous wealth, from social and economic instability.
Helena's life is lived at the pinnacle of Roman power and the tranquilitatis ordinis
that was its trademark.

Discernment of Spirits

Saward says it is important to discern the spirits in order to get beneath layers
of self-deception and so discover whether someone is a genuinely holy fool or not.
Many people attempt this about Sebastian, never quite sure how to understand him.
For her part, Helena herself seems to recognize the importance of testing spirits
to know whether her desire to find the cross is legitimate or not. In her case this
emerges with her dreams: "[Y]ou can't always trust dreams, you know. Some are sent
by the devil." To which she responds: "My dream was alright" (H, 153).
Extreme Apatheia

Our English word "apathy" is usually understood quite differently and given a
negative connotation. This differs considerably from what is meant, in Greek patristic and monastic literature, especially from Evagrius of Pontus onward, by apatheia
(<tpfqeia). Apatheia is the state of being "without passion," which-for the Greek
Fathers-was one of the highest states to which the human soul could aspire. The
soul without passion was unbothered by any inordinate desire, by any vice or sin.
Neither lust, nor avarice, nor gluttony, nor anger, nor pride, nor any of the eight
evil logismoi or disordered thoughts and desires (condensed in the West to the seven
deadly sins) could disturb or exercise the one who was truly apatheia. According to
Saward, holy fools are ascetics whose "asceticism is of a particular kind-that of an
extreme apatheia." This protects him from, for example, temptation with prostitutes
(cf St. Andrew Salos), but does "not destroy warm and loving relationships." 80
Neither Helena nor Sebastian could be said to practice extreme apatheia, but both
clearly have strongly ascetical tendencies at least at points. (There are early hints from
Sebastian of the ascetical difficulties of being a Catholic in his dialogue with Charles
the first summer at Brideshead [BR, 83-84], but this will only emerge a little more
clearly late in Sebastian's life.)
Helena, for example, is portrayed at one point as having lost weight and living
very ascetically in a convent, vastly simplified from the spacious palatial splendors to
which, as dowager empress, she would have been accustomed: She "settled in a single
small room among the nuns of Mount Zion where she did her own housework and
took her turn in waiting at table" (H, 138). She is indifferent to her own comfort and
indifferent to those, like the nuns, who beg her to consider her age and health (H,
146): "Helena was exempt by her age from all obligation. Nevertheless she decided to
fast. It seemed to her a matter of practical expediency.. . . She had exhausted all the
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natural means of finding what she sought. 'Very well,' she said, TU see what fasting
will do."' Fasting here, following Eastern custom, 8 1 means, as Waugh explains a little
earlier to "quite simply 'starve.' ... In Jerusalem if a man wished to attain the rewards
of fasting he lived on water and thin gruel and nothing else" (H, 146).
Finally, in addition to apatheia and asceticism, Saward has noted that, in the East,
"holy folly is nearly always in close historical relation to monasticism." 82 As noted
previously, both Sebastian and Helena become quasi-monastics later in life.

Childlikeness
Saward notes that the fool is protected "above all by his childlikeness, his purity
and simplicity of heart. Spiritual infancy cannot be equated with holy folly but is its
constant companion." 83
There are many examples of behavior in Sebastian that could be considered childlike, though some might view them as simply childish. These examples abound in
the early part of the novel, especially in the first several encounters of Charles and
Sebastian at Oxford: After Sebastian is sick in Charles's ground-floor rooms, the
former sends the latter a "note ... written in conte crayon on a whole sheet of my
choice Whatman H. P. drawing paper: I am very contrite. Aloysius won't speak to me
until he sees I am forgiven, so please come to luncheon today. Sebastian Flyte" (BR, 32).
Other examples-the infamous teddy bear and its disciplinary hairbrush, red pillow
box pyjamas, and so forth-have already been mentioned. Others note this childlike
character about Sebastian as well. Anthony Blanche remarks of him that "He never
seemed to get into trouble" (BR, 51). "He was the only boy in my house who was
never beaten at all. I can see him now at the age of fifteen. He never had spots you
know.... He used to spend such a time in the confessional, I used to wonder what
he had to say because he never did anything wrong; never quite; at least, he never got
punished. Perhaps he was just being charming through the grille" (BR, 52).
For her part, Helena seems to embody some qualities we associate with children:
a stubborn single-minded determination to do what she thinks she must do, to ask
the questions she feels she must. As Douglas Lane Patey puts it, "Princess Helena is a
practical, common-sensical girl always asking questions, questions that seem childlike
to the worldly folk around her. ... The novel's other characters serve to contrast with
Helena's inspired simplicity." 84

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Consider some of the other characteristics of fools as noted by other scholars: The
fool "does not recruit imitators and followers; indeed, he actively repels them. Nor is
the holy fool a mystic for he makes no attempt ... to share with others his unique
experience of communion with God." 85 This is as true of Helena as it is of Sebastian.
Though both start off with large retinues of friends and followers, by late in life they

Et in Arcadia Ego: Sebastian and Charles in a world of make-believe - a happy delayed
childhood before an unhappy adulthood. From the 1981 British miniseries Brideshead
Revisited, directed by Charles Sturridge, starring Anthony Andrews (left) as Sebastian,
holding his favorite teddy, Aloysius, and Jeremy Irons (right) as Charles.
Photo courtesy of ITV.
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lead very quiet lives with a tiny handful of people around, none of them really close,
especially in spiritual matters.
If they seek no followers, neither are they interested in politics, which Waugh
famously scorned. 86 Indeed, social reformers and politicians-and their frequent
ally, journalists87-are invariably figures of mockery in Waugh's corpus. 88 By chasing after the world's wisdom and welfare, Waugh suggests, all such people make
themselves into fatuous and wholly obnoxious busybodies, seeking improvement in
social structures and economic conditions without first and foremost attending to
the transformation of the human heart, whose corrupt nature can never be entirely
overcome. 89 Neither Sebastian nor Helena is interested in widespread social reform
or in leading movements of moral improvement. Indeed, to make the point explicit,
Waugh titles chapter 5 of Helena ''A Post of Honour Is a Private Station," referring
to Helena's middle age in which she has retired to the Dalmatian coast and takes no
interest in imperial politics. Neither Helena nor Sebastian-especially ironic, for the
former-has any interest in politics. This, too, is characteristic of classical fools, who
are "conspicuous in lacking even the slightest interest in political engagement." 90 Helena refuses to concern herself with politics, repeatedly saying the danger of politics is
"power without grace" (H, 122) and even going so far as to tell her son, the Emperor
Constantine, to try to "keep out of history" (H, 75). He retorts that "You don't
understand modern politics, momma. There are no private lives nowadays" (H, 74).
Among Byzantine fools "the closest a holy fool came to political boldness was merely
to be impervious to the authorities," 91 and Helena gives abundant evidence of this at
every stage of her life, refusing to do what various authorities-father, husband, and
political courtiers-all counseled her to do.
We have seen, then, that both Helena and Sebastian are clear examples of holy
fools-both different from each other, different from earlier models, and different in
that neither conforms to any previous type, which is entirely normal in the case of
fools-they are each sui generis. In the end, Waugh offers us these foolish characters
to teach us that the mystery of life in Christ cannot be captured by the categories
of rationality or reduced to the conventions of bourgeois respectability. In the final
analysis, iurodivyi are to be understood "not as psychologically deranged but as an
embodiment of Mystery." 92
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NOTES
1. When English translators have been confronted with the iurodivyi in Dostoevsky, they
have ofren stumbled around trying to latch onto appropriate translations, as Sergey Ivanov
has noted in his Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond (2006): in Brothers Karamazov, "eight
characters in different contexts are referred to as iurodivye. The English translator [Constance
Garnett] of the novel had to render them in very different ways depending on the context:
'idiot,' 'religious idiot,' 'pious ecstatic,' 'saintly fool,' 'crazy,' 'fanatic"' (vi).
2. As Sergey Ivanov has noted, "although medieval Catholicism produced an approximation of the paradigm of holy foolery [e.g., Francis of Assisi, and later Thomas More and Philip
Neri], it could not recreate it fully within the parameters established in Byzantium .... As
Jean-Marie Fritz observed, 'The fool for Christ has never become acclimatized in the West: he
was never accepted"' (Holy Fools, 398).
3. The literature on Dostoevsky is of course immense and cannot be entertained here. A
few titles, however, help to illustrate his theological agenda in general, including Rowan Williams, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith, and Fiction; for more particular study on the figure of the
iurodivyi in his writings, see Frances Hernandez, "Dostoevskij's Prince Myshkin as a 'Jurodivij"' More generally, see Philip Gorski, 'The Holy Fool in Russian Fiction" and Natalie Challis
and Horace W. Dewey, "Byzantine Models for Russia's Literature of Divine Folly (Jurodstvo)."
4. Ivanov, Holy Fools, 402.
5. On them, see Svitlana Kobets, "The Paradigm of the Hebrew Prophet and Russian
Tradition of Iurodstvo."
6. Saward, Pe,fect Fools: Folly far Christ's Sake in Catholic and Orthodox Spirituality, 3.
7. Saward, Pe,fect Fools, 6.
8. Already in Paul we see clearly that he wants to distinguish forms of folly, perhaps
anticipating the offhand remark of Reinhold Niebuhr that "it makes all the difference in the
world whether one is a fool for Christ or simply a fool."
9. L. L. Welborn, Paul, the Fool of Christ: A Study of 1 Corinthians 1-4 in the ComicPhilosophic Tradition, 20-21.
10. A good overview of the development of these forms may be found in many of the
articles in Sergei Hackel, ed., The Byzantine Saint.
11 . As noted earlier, the fool, as this rype develops in the East, knows no direct analogue
in the West. Some Western Christians have, however, been attempting recently to learn from
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chis model anew-and not merely Catholics but Protestants also. For an interesting example
of the latter, see Ma chew Woodley, Holy Fools: Following Jesus with Reckless Abandon.
12. Simeon is paradigmatic, but not the earliest. Lennart Ryden cells us of a nun in early
fifth-century Egypt who pretended ro be demonically possessed and who was beaten and
scorned as a s£loj. See "The Holy Fool" in Hackel, The Byzantine Saint, 106.
13. The critical edition of the Greek text is by Lennart Ryden in Leontios de Neapolis:
Vie de Symeon le Fou et Vie de jean de Chypre, ed. A. J. Festuigere (Paris: Geuchner, 1974),
55-104. A translation has been made by Derek Krueger and is available at http://ark.cdlib.
org/ark: 13030/fc6k4007sx/. See also "The Lift of Symeon the Fool and the Cynic Tradition,"
journal ofEarly Christian Studies 1 (1993): 423-42.
14. Further details on Symeon are also recounted in Alexander Syrkin, "On the Behavior
of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake"'
15. Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool: Leontius's Lift and the Late Antique City iv.
16. Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool, iv.
17. Derek Krueger, 'The Lift of Symeon the Fool and the Cynic Tradition," 432.
18. Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool, iv.
19. Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool, iv.
20. Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool, iv.
21. A lacer Greek fool, Andrew (c. 880-946) , copies many of Symeon's exploits. Details
about Andrew are cold in Alexander Syrkin, "On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake,"'
157-58.
22. On which see, inter alia, Jonathan Shepard, "The Coming of Christianity to Rus:
Authorized and Unauthorized Versions," 185-222; see also The Expansion of Orthodox Europe
(Ashgace, 2007).
23. Some of the connections berween Byzantine fools and their advent in Russia are cold
in Natalie Challis and Horace Dewey, "Byzantine Models for Russia's Literature of Divine
Folly (jurodstvo)."
24. See, for example., Natalie Challis and Horace Dewey, "Divine Folly in Old Kievan
Literature: The Tale of Isaac the Cave Dweller," 255-64. For a more detailed portrait, see
Vladimir Znosko, Hieroschemamonk Feofil Fool-for-Christ's-Sake: Ascetic and Visionary of the
Kiev-Pecherskaya Lavra, trans. Lev Puhalo and Vassili Novakshonoff (Jordanville, N.Y.: Holy
Trinity Monastery Press, 1970).
25. http:/ /ocafs.oca.org/FeastSaintsViewer.asp?FSID= 102185.
26. Alina Birzache, "In Search of Cinematic Holy Foolishness as a Form of Orthodox
Peacemaking," 15 7.
27. See George P. Fedocov, "The Holy Fools," in The Russian Religious Mind, vol. 2, 2-17.
See also Svirlana Kobecs, "The Russian Paradigm of lurodstvo and its Genesis in Novgorod,"
337-64.
28. Another is that of Sc. Pelagia, on whom see Peter M. Antoci, "Scandal and Marginality
in the Vitae of Holy Fools," 278-80.
29. For more on her, see Jeanne Kormina and Sergey Shtyrkov, "Sr. Xenia as a Patron of
Female Social Suffering: An Essay on Anthropological Hagiology."
30. See Richard W F. Pope, "Fools and Folly in Old Russia," 476-81.
31. For a contemporary analysis of the increasingly renewed and widespread practice of
yurodiviy in the post-Soviet period, see Per-Arne Bodin, Language, Canonization, and Holy
Foolishness: Studies in Post-Soviet Russian Culture and the Orthodox Tradition, 191-253 . For
shorter and more general sketches of several fools, see Deborah Corbett, "Wisdom Crieth
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in the Streets: A Compendium of Fools for Christ's Sake," Epiphany journal 9 (1989):

57-66
32. George P. Fedotov, "The Holy Fools," 5. Fedotov's study is useful for its many early
modern examples of holy fools, whom he describes in some detail.
33. As Syrkin puts it, "to affect people, the 'fool' imbues his didactics with paradoxical
situations, leading, consequently, not to laughter alone . . . but also to therapeutic, 'cathartic'
results." Syrkin, "On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake,"' 168
34. Syrkin, "On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake,"' 163. See also Kallistos Ware,
who asks "Must the madness of the fool in Christ be always feigned and deliberate, or may it
be sometimes a genuine instance of mental illness? The question assumes that there is a clear
differentiation between sanity and insanity; but is this always the case?" See 'The Fool in
Christ as Prophet and Apostle," Sobornost 6 (1984): 24.
35. Syrkin, "On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake,"' 164.
36. Syrkin, "On the Behavior of the 'Fool for Christ's Sake,"' 167.
37. Cited in Per-Arne Bodin, Language, Canonization, and Holy Foolishness, 199-200.
38. "The Fool in Christ as Prophet and Apostle," 7.
39. Christos Yannaras, The Freedom ofMorality, 74. The entire chapter is a very perceptive
study of the fool.
40. Decline and Fall, Waugh's first novel, was published in 1928 followed in 1930 by Vile
Bodies; Black Mischief(l932); A Handfal ofDust (1934); Mr. Loveday's Little Outing (a shortstory collection published in 1936); Scoop (1938); Put Out More Flags and Work Suspended

(1942); Brideshead Revisited (1945); Scott-King's Modern Europe (1947); The Loved One
(1948); Helena (1950); Men at Arms (the first volume in the Sword of Honour trilogy, published in 1952); Love among the Ruins (1953) ; Officers and Gentlemen (second volume in the
Sword of Honour trilogy, published in 1955); The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1957); Unconditional Surrender (1961; concludes the Sword ofHonour trilogy); Basil Seal Rides Again (1963).
41. 1928: Rossetti: His Life and Works; 1935: Edmund Campion ("historical fiction/biography"); 1959: Life of Ronald Knox (official authorized biography).
42 . 1929: Labels; 1931 : Remote People; 1934: Ninety-Two Days; 1939: Robbery under Law;
1936: Waugh in Abyssinia; 1946: When the Going Was Good; 1960: A Tourist in Africa.
43. Some, but by no means all, of these articles and reviews are gathered in A Little Order:
Selected journalism (Penguin, 2000) and still others in Essays, Articles, and Reviews of Evelyn
Waugh (1984).
44. In 1964 A Little Learning, the first of projected three volumes of autobiography, was
published. Waugh's heart seems not to have been in this venture, and he never wrote another
volume. As for biographies, there are at least four of Waugh-by Christopher Sykes, Martin
Stannard, and Selma Hastings-but far and away the best study of him remains Douglas
Lane Patey's The Life of Evelyn Waugh. Also not to be missed are several secondary studies of
some part of Waugh's life or corpus, including especially the recent work of Paula Byrne, Mad
World: Evelyn Waugh and the Secrets of Brideshead (Harper, 2011). Additionally, see the work
of Waugh's grandson: Alexander Waugh, Fathers and Sons (2004). On its website, the Evelyn
Waugh Society tells us that a fifth biography is being released this year by Duncan McLaren,

Evelyn!: Rhapsody for an Obsessive Love.
45. See The Letters ofEvelyn Waugh and Diana Cooper (1992); Letters ofNancy Mitford and
Evelyn Waugh (1997); and more generally see Mark Amory, ed., The Letters of Evelyn Waugh
(Penguin, 1982).
46. Michael Davie, ed., The Diaries ofEvelyn Waugh (Penguin, 1979).
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47. As Saward notes, "the Christian tradition of holy folly does not condone every form
of madness on the specious grounds chat the world's judgments are always wrong; it is not a
license irrationality and abnormal behavior" (Perfect Fools, 26).
48. In chis third category of actual psychosis-or, more properly, "bromide psychosis"- !
have in mind here principally Gilbert Pinfold, Waugh's explicitly autobiographical character in
The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (OGP). Pinfold suffers a real if temporary mental breakdown-a
descent into psychosis-as Waugh cheerfully admitted to experiencing in his own life while
on a sea voyage after having long taken pharmacologically primitive sleeping draughts with
liberal doses of liquor. For a medical analysis of both novel and author, see Daniel Hurse and
Mary Jane Hurst, "Bromide Psychosis: A Literary Case," Clinical Neuropharmacology 7 (1984):
259-64. Douglas Lane Pacey is helpful here in setting the context to chis breakdown and its
resulting fictionalization: The Life ofEvelyn Waugh, 338-41. Pacey notes chat OGP is neither
autobiography nor a novel "but a kind of mock-novel: a sly invitation to a game" (Pacey, The
Life of Evelyn Waugh, 339). For chat reason it is best not taken up here. For further study,
see also James J. Lynch, "Evelyn Waugh during the Pinfold Years," Modern Fiction Studies 32

(1986): 543-59.
49. In Decline and Fall he had alluded to the dubious "Apostolic Claims of the Church of
Abyssinia" (Waugh, Decline and Fall, 89). In Black MischiefWaugh very loosely tosses around
the epithet "Nestorian," portraying one such Christian "metropolitan" as a drunkard (130)
and a "Nestorian patriarch" as rather dim-witted and intransigent (189-90). In his letters
defending Black Mischief, he refers to the so-called Nestorian Church (today better known as
the Assyrian Church of the East, on which see Christoph Baumer, The Church of the East: An
Illustrated History ofAssyrian Christianity), as "a notoriously superstitious heretical Church":
Letters, 74.
50. In 1928, Pope Pius XI, in his Mortalium Animos, rubbished the infant ecumenical
movement and made it clear that all non-Catholic Christians were in contumacious error from
which they must repent by "returning" to Roman obedience. Peter Galadza and I show the
damage this attitude did in one particular case; see Unite en division: Les lettres de Lev Gillet
("Un moine de l'Eglise d'Orient") a Andrei Cheptytsky-1921-1929 (Paris: Parole et Silence,

2009) .
51. Waugh, Remote People, 14.
52. Waugh, When the Going Was Good, 100-104.
53. See Waugh, Remote People, 88-89. More generally, for Waugh's ferocious reaction to
Western liturgical reform following the Second Vatican Council, see Scott M. P. Reid, ed., A
Bitter Trial.
54. There is value, too, in understanding Waugh himself as relishing the role of the jokesrer
and "fool" in a certain sense. As his son Auberon said shorrly after his father's death, "the main
point about my father ... is simply chat he was the funniest man of his generation. He scarcely
opened his mouth but to say something extremely funny. His house and life revolved around
jokes. It was his wit ... which endeared him to everybody." Cited in Paula Byrne, Mad World,
349. A fuller reflection on Evelyn is supplied by his son Auberon in the latter's Will This Do?
An Autobiography (New York: Carroll and Graf, 1991).
55. BR, of course, was hugely misunderstood at the rime of publication and subsequent
to it-so much so that Waugh was moved, for the 1960 edition, to make changes to it and
something of an introductory apology for its "grosser passages." Many seemed to expect that
if it was something of a "conversion story" then it should have a happy ending. For Sebastian
and others to convert-including Charles Ryder-but still end up with the wreckage of their
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lives unchanged seemed very odd indeed. Douglas Lane Pacey notes of Helena chat most reviews-apart from the Catholic press-" ranged from the tepid co the vitriolic" (Life ofEvel,yn

Waugh, 290).
56. Pacey's discussion of Waugh's Decline and Fall notes-with reference to one of its characters, Prendergast-that "Waugh delighted in putting unexpected wisdom into the mouths
of children, drunkards, and madmen" (Life ofEvel,yn Waugh, 65) .
57. Consider in passing some ocher examples of superficially "faithful," "respectable," or
"spiritual" people whose shallowness and vulgarity Waugh ends up mocking, beginning perhaps most notably with Lady Marchmain in BR (about whom see more in the notes below).
In addition, the satirical novel The Loved One is replete with such characters, and Waugh is
utterly merciless in mocking chis bogus form of pseudo-Christian piety. In Vile Bodies we have
Mrs. Melrose Ape and Fr. Rothschild; the former is some kind of"evangelisc" and the latter a
Jesuit priest, but both are portrayed-Ape especially-as unctuous and shifcless incompetents
whose piety and devotion are bogus. (Bue cf. Gene Phillips, who argues chat Rothschild is not
as problematic as Ape, and conforms co type as a "'wily Jesuit' of popular tradition"; Phillips,
Evel,yn Waugh's Officers, Gentlemen, and Rogues: The Fact behind His Fiction [Chicago: Nelson
Hall, 1975], 17.) In Decline and Fall we see Prendy, a "Modern Churchman'' ordained in the
Church of England, ripped co shreds for his smugly certain heterodoxy and rank hypocrisy. In
Black Mischief aristocratic Europeans-supposedly more powerful, culcured, and civilizedare in face much more savagely mocked than the supposedly inferior Azanians.
58. The clearest and one of the most influential examples of myth-making began in 1946
with the hostile review of BR by Edmund Wilson in the New Yorker. There Wilson decried
the unchecked "snobbery" of Waugh in the novel, and his "rapturous and solemn" sucking
up co the "high nobility." In Ireland, Conor Cruise O'Brien decried Waugh's "almost mystical
veneration for the upper classes." Boch Wilson and O'Brien are cited in Pacey's Life of Evel,yn

Waugh, 262-63.
59. See my "In Defence of Christian 'Snobbery:' The Case of Evelyn Waugh Reconsidered," Latin Mass: A journal of Catholic Culture 13 (Spring 2004): 72-77.
60 . Waugh was not at all a stranger to the foibles and failings of the upper classes. One of
his closest friendships was with the Lygon family, which endured many severe crises-not least
che exile of che father for homosexuality, still illegal in England in che first half of che twentieth
century-and was far from perfect. His relationship with chem is recounted in a delightful
new book, Paula Byrne's Mad World.
61. Waugh's "theological anthropology" is perhaps most succinccly stated in the introduction co Robbery under Law (discussed below). Moreover, in a July 1949 letter co George Orwell, of whose writings Waugh was generally quite fond, he essayed a critical note by saying
co Orwell chat his book 1984 "failed co make my flesh creep as presumably you intended. For
one thing I chink your metaphysics are wrong. You deny the soul's existence (at lease Winston
does) and can only contrast matter with reason & will" (Amory, The Letters ofEvel,yn Waugh,
302). For a wider-and not entirely convincing-treatment of these two writers, see David
Lebedoff, The Same Man: George Orwell and Evel,yn Waugh (New York: Random House,

2008).
62. See my "The Rich, the Poor, and Evelyn Waugh," Catholic Insight 8 (October 1999):
27-28.
63. To portray Waugh as a heavy-handed apologise for Catholicism is co forget just how
much trouble some of his novels generated precisely from Catholics who faulted Waugh for
not portraying Catholics and the Catholic Church in a better light than he did in some of
his novels. His Black Mischief in face, attracted savage criticism from the Catholic editor of
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England's Catholic newspaper, the Tablet, whose editor said chat Black Mischief Waugh's "latest novel would be a disgrace co anybody professing the Catholic name." (Pacey discusses the
controversy and Waugh's response-flippant, hostile, and determinedly unapologetic in most
places-in Life ofEvelyn Waugh, 107-11.)
64. Pacey suggests chat "Waugh pushed Helena's conversion so far offstage ... to avoid a
scene like Marchmain's deathbed, for which Brideshead had been so criticized" (Pacey, Life of
Evelyn Waugh, 292.
65. Cited in Pacey, Life ofEvelyn Waugh, 264.
66. One of the most difficult characters-difficult in her personality, and in the ability co
understand and "categorize" her-remains Lady Marchmain, but in the end I chink her major
failing is her superficiality: Her piety is skin-deep, and her real, deeper concern is with appearances and social approval. On the surface she appears co be the very model of aristocratic
decorum and pious Catholic behavior. Anthony Blanche captures pare of her when he says
chat she is "very, very beautiful; no artifice; ... a voice as quiet as a prayer and as powerful"
(BR, 54). Bue in the same paragraph a liccle lacer he derides her as a "Reinhardt nun" who
has destroyed her adulcerous husband by convincing "the world that Lord Marchmain is a
monster." When confronted with Sebastian being drunk, she replies: "I wish I had not seen
him .... Thar was cruel. I do not mind the idea of his being drunk. .. . I am used co the
idea of it .... What hurt last night was rhac there was nothing happy about him" (BR 131,
emphasis all in the original). This concern about appearing happy seems precisely co have
driven Sebastian co drink so destructively as Charles says: "He's ashamed of being unhappy"
(BR, 131). Her concern about appearances is clear in her withdrawing Sebastian from Oxford
and sending him abroad for a time with Mr. Samgrass (BR, 142-48), in her keeping alcohol
away from Sebastian by means of the footmen (BR, 150), and in her thoughts on hunting
(BR, 157). Cordelia, after her mother's death: "I got on best with her of any of us, but I don't
believe I ever really loved her. Nor as she wanted or deserved. Ir's odd I didn't because I'm full
of natural affections" (BR, 212). "I sometimes think when people wanted to hare God they
hared mummy.... She was saincly, but she wasn't a saint ... I've thought about it a lot. Ir
seems co explain poor mummy" (BR, 213).
67. "The holy fool is an unconditional loner. He has neither allies nor followers. He lives
among people, but has no personal attachments" (Kobecs, "The Russian Paradigm of lurodsrvo," 347).
68. For a similar but shorter study, see the article ofSviclana Kobets, "Foolishness in Christ:
East vs. West," 337-63.
69. Saward, Peifect Fools, ix.
70. Saward, Peifect Fools, 25.
71. "Sebastian is the most intriguing and lovable character in Brideshead Revisited, and
perhaps this is why so many critics have tried co find his model" (Byrne, Mad World, 305).
72. Byrne, Mad World, 306.
73. Byrne, Mad World, 306.
74. This is one of the many deliberate anachronisms and buried jokes Waugh weaves into
Helena's discourses, making her, at times, sound like a Cockney charwoman of the twentieth
century.
75. Saward, Peifect Fools, 25.
76. Letters ofEvelyn Waugh, 338-39.
77. Saward, Peifect Fools, 26.
78 . Saward, Peifect Fools, 27.
79. Saward, Peifect Fools, 28.
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80. Saward, Peifect Fools, 29-30.
81. On Eastern understandings of fasting, see my "Catechesis of Fasting," Homiletic and
Pastoral Review 104 (February 2004): 6-12; and "Life in the Fast Lane: How to Fight for the
Body while Forgetting about Ourselves," Touchstone 18 (March 2005): 24-28.
82 . Saward, Peifect Fools, 12.
83 . Saward, Peifect Fools, 30.
84. Pacey, Life ofEvelyn Waugh, 291; emphasis mine.
85. Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, 9.
86. Waugh entertained "politics" only once, in his 1939 book Robbery under Law, which is
not well known, attracted little attention in his life, and, unlike all his other works, was never
reprinted while he was alive. It was a journalistic essay based on extensive trip to Mexico as a
result of which he claimed that "politics, every where destructive, have here dried up the place,
frozen it, cracked it and powdered it to dust ... ; today we are plague-stricken by politics."
This book merely confirmed Waugh in his loathing of politics, which he thereafter avoided
at all costs, at one point writing in a brief preelection essay in The Spectator: "I have never
voted in a parliamentary election .... I do not aspire to advise my Sovereign in her choice of
servants" (A Little Order, 139-40). He claimed he never would vote in any election "unless
a moral or religious issue is involved" (Waugh, "Aspirations of a Mugwump," Essays, Articles,

and Reviews, 537).
87. One of Waugh's funniest but also, startlingly, truest-to-life novels, Scoop, is entirely
devoted to mocking the pretensions and the egregious dishonesty and deception of journalists, whose trade he plied on several occasions, including in 1935 when, again in Abyssinia,
he covered the war there with Italy. For more on this period, see W F. Deedes, At War with
Waugh: The Real Story of Scoop.
88. Rex Mottram is one such fatuous politician who is endlessly mocked in Brideshead,
as is the Emperor Constantine himself to some extent in Helena; but perhaps the most fully
developed and fully mocked politician is Emperor Seth in Black Mischief together with his
ministers, Basil Seal and Krikor Youkoumian of the "Ministry of Modernization," which seeks
"progress" and social improvement through such absurd stunts as a "Birth-Control Gala."
89 . In Robbery under Law, Waugh sounds a very Augustinian note at the outset: "I believe
chat man is, by nature, an exile and will never be self-sufficient or complete on chis earth; chat
his chances of happiness and virtue, here, remain more or less constant through the centuries
and, generally speaking, are not much affected by the political and economic conditions in
which he lives .... I believe that inequalities of wealth and position are inevitable and that it
is therefore meaningless to discuss the advantages of their elimination" ( 16-17) .
He ends the book even more starkly, and any reader of Augustine's The City of God will
recognize certain common themes here: "Civilization has no force of its own beyond what is
given it from within. It is under constant assault and it takes most of the energies of civilized
man to keep going at all. There are criminal ideas and a criminal class in every nation and the
first action of every revolution, figuratively and literally, is to open the prisons. Barbarism is
never finally defeated; given propitious circumstances, men and women who seem quite orderly will commit every conceivable atrocity. The danger does not come merely from habitual
hooligans; we are all potential recruits for anarchy. Unremitting effort is needed to keep men
living together at peace; there is only a margin of energy left over for experiment however
beneficent. Once the prisons of the mind have been opened, the orgy is on" (278-79).
90. Ivanov, Holy Fools, 216.
91. Ivanov, Holy Fools, 217
92. Ivanov, Holy Fools, 402.

II
CATHOLICISM AND THE
AMERICAN CULTURE WARS

6
Chasing Amy, Dogma, and Red State
How Kevin Smith's Spirituality Speaks to
Generation X
john Kenneth Muir

Dogma is a lot more accessible than any sermon. This movie has a real chance
of getting young people talking about faith. If the Inquisition were around, they
would undoubtedly brand Kevin a heretic and light him on fire. 1
-Accor Ben Affleck on Kevin Smith's
controversial religious fantasy, Dogma (1999)

In the introduction to my 2002 monograph, An Askew View: The Films of Kevin
Smith, I compared New Jersey's independent filmmaker to Woody Allen and noted
specifically that Smith appears to be "the only young writer-director working today
who asks the deeper questions about love, religion, and sex in a way that makes
audiences laugh." 2
Although the two directors undeniably share an ideal of personal, "slightly exaggerated"3 comedy, they also boast important contrasts. Allen is a senior citizen
boomer, Smith a forty-something Generation Xer. And they diverge radically in
terms of specific sentiments about religion. Allen is famously an atheist, and Smith,
perhaps somewhat less famously, might accurately be described as a liberal Catholic.
In broadly understood terms, liberal Catholicism is that contemporary branch
of Catholicism that came into existence following the Second Vatican Council, or
Vatican II of 1962-1965, which permitted Catholic scholars to grapple with and
debate issues of modernity, including the ban on birth control, religious freedom,
and anti-Semitism. The fruit from Vatican II has also been defined as "an assertion
of individual conscience that could stand up against the authority of even the Pope."4
Additionally, it has also branded a form of religious progressivism. Although many
scholars now believe liberal Catholicism is undergoing a reevaluation, the form
promised and continues to promise a more personal, more individual brand of faith.
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Uniquely, the widely understood shape of liberal Catholicism adheres closely to
the context of Generation X, as Smith's contemporaries are often described in the
press. Born between the years 1960 and 1980, Generation Xers stereotypically remain independent, resourceful, self-sufficient, and well educated. They often do not
commit to just one career or vocation over the span of their professional lives, and
work to live, not live to work. More trenchantly, members of Generation X reveal
considerable disdain for many of the established pillars of traditional American society and culture.
To wit, this generation's faith in government was affected negatively by the Watergate scandal of the early 1970s. Its belief in technology was shaded by catastrophic
events such as the Three Mile Island incident, the Challenger disaster, and the
Chernobyl accident. Even Generation X's belief in patriotism and nationalism was
compromised by the moral quagmire of the Vietnam War.
As for religion, Generation X came of age exposed to the likes of 1980s televangelists Jimmy Swaggart and Oral Roberts, who, to describe the matter charitably,
appeared to practice a "do what I say, not what I do" approach to Christianity. In
1987, Roberts made a notorious solicitation on television for $8 million, noting that
ifhe failed to receive the princely sum, God would surely take him "home." In 1988,
Swaggart was charged with the solicitation of a prostitute and wept crocodile tears
for his sins on broadcast television. Neither example provided a positive or uplifting
example of organized religion. Accordingly, in his 1999 film Dogma, writer-director
Smith has Rufus, the apocryphal Thirteenth Apostle, note that God is unhappy with
those things that man has done in his name, and rattles off examples such as "war,
bigotry" and yes, "televangelism."
So in short, all the authorities that previous generations of Americans had so admired and relied upon in issues of governance, science, war, and faith are suspect to
members of Generation X. Sometimes, they are actually criminally suspect.
Growing up in suburban, blue-collar New Jersey and attending parochial school at
Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Kevin Smith was surrounded by a Catholic world view.
He has remembered, on occasion, the lessons of Sister Theresa, a favorite teacher
who very much impressed him and who introduced him to one of his favorite films:
Fred Zinneman's A Man for All Seasons (1966) .5 Although George Lucas's Star Wars
(1977) is widely heralded as the wellspring of inspiration for much of Smith's cinematic humor and allusions, a case might also be forged that his cinematic template
is actually A Man for All Seasons: a movie that debates man's approach to religion on
Earth and is rich with vibrant, intelligent dialogue.
In emulating the cerebral, engaging dialogue of A Man for All Seasons, Smith
has peppered his three most serious and meaningful films-Chasing Amy (1997),
Dogma (1999), and Red State (2011)-with his Generation X-based, liberal
Catholic viewpoint on religion, which he describes, importantly, as a personal experience. In particular, Smith has noted often that he is "into Jesus" and also that
his philosophy, expressed in films such as Dogma (1999), is simply, "Faith good;
religion not good." 6
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Would you burn this man at the stake for heresy? Kevin Smith (a.k.a. Silent Bob) in Jay
and Silent Bob Strike Back (2001 ).

Although this directorial statement of principle reads as almost boiler-plate Generation X philosophy, it has been persistently misunderstood by older, well-established,
conventional men of faith, such as the Catholic League of Religious and Civil Rights'
William Donohue as an attack on religion and faith, not as a new and, indeed,
sympathetic viewpoint on the topic. Other prominent Catholics who have spoken

84

Chapter 6

out against Kevin Smith and his films-likely without seeing them-are New York's
Cardinal John O'Connor and ''America's mayor," Rudolph Giuliani. Smith is a magnet for controversy because he speaks and writes as openly and candidly about his
faith as he does sex or bodily functions and, for the older generation, this is, in the
vernacular, simply "too much information."
In terms of his skeptical generation, Smith dearly does not stand alone in either
his support of faith or disdain for organized religion. A recent study in the Journal
for the Scientific Study of Religion reported, for example, that Generation Xers of
religious affiliation are considerably less likely than their Boomer parents to separate
from their faith. In other words, Generation X is inherently mistrustful of authority
and religious Gen Xers have, therefore, personally tested and questioned their ideas
of faith. And in general, the rest of the Gen Xers have lined up behind them in
their conclusions. A personal exploration is thus followed largely by affirmation, not
repudiation.
By questioning organized religion, then, Generation X seems to actually strengthen
the personal case for faith, and that is the fundamental element underlining the
Kevin Smith cinematic equation. He uses irreverence, movie allusions, and scatological humor to make faith approachable and then, finally, a positive social or cultural
value. Smith and his generation also widely reject the divisive social teachings and
historical mistakes of the Catholic Church, while focusing instead on the explicit
messages of Jesus Christ. This new (and liberal) approach conforms perfectly to the
"solitary goal" ofVatican II and the 1967 Populorum Progressio of Paul Paul VI: "[to]
carry forward the work of Christ himself."

"HE'S NO EXAGGERATOR: THE DUDE'S A CATHOLIC"
On first blush, the romantic comedy Chasing Amy does not appear to carry any
weighty message regarding Catholic religion or faith. The film depicts an emotional episode in the life of a New Jersey born-and-bred comic-book artist, Holden
McNeil (Ben Affleck), who falls hard for another comic-book artist, gorgeous
Alyssa Jones (Joey Lauren Adams). This duo is soon a couple, but McNeil manages
to wreck a "true love" relationship by obsessing on Jones's (considerable) previous
sexual experiences.
In particular, Alyssa is an avowed lesbian, though her acceptance of Holden's advances and history suggest, at minimum, she's bisexual. Uniquely, it's the heterosexual
promiscuity in Alyssa's past that Holden can't seem to parse and which drives him
to alienate and eventually forsake the one woman in the world who accepts him and
loves him as he is. Holden finally loses Alyssa by attempting to up the ante in terms
of his sexual experience, inviting Alyssa to participate in a menage-a-trois with his
best friend.
But, in affecting and moving terms, Alyssa refuses to compromise her values (and
the truth of her personal journey) even for the man she loves so much. She's been
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there, learned that such sexual activity doesn't nurture her soul, and, accordingly,
won't go back. She is resolute.
Writing in the New York Times, Terry Teachout recognized that Chasing Amy is
"strewn with allusions to Roman Catholicism" and that the "morally serious" 7 Alyssa
characterizes some crucial aspect of Catholicism-namely, the desire for divine grace.
In particular, Teachout points out that Alyssa accepts and takes responsibilities for
her sexual past and missteps, and describes herself in the language of sin, notably,
as "sated." Teachout writes, ''Alyssa is transformed by her love for Holden in a way
directly analogous to the operation of divine grace. The outward sign of this transformation is that she abandons without a second thought her promiscuous ways, firmly
refusing to return to them even for Holden's sake." 8
As I wrote in An Askew View: The Films of Kevin Smith, Chasing Amy seems to
actually concern the idea of erecting a new morality, and perhaps even a new spirituality, out of the ruins of an old and corrupted one. Chasing Amy portrays Alyssa not
as an unrepentant sinner, despite her experimentation with homosexuality and overt
promiscuity, but as someone who has known sin, experienced sin, and overcome it.
By contrast, Holden is overcome with envy and jealousy and, in the end, is untrue
to his very self Consequently, he loses the one woman he loves because he can't
stomach the idea that Alyssa is more sexually experienced than he is.
The film, thus, depicts Alyssa as a step or two further down the road of selfknowledge, enlightenment, and true spirituality than her would-be boyfriend She
has made mistakes, paid for her mistakes, and knows where she's headed. Smith
presents the character of Alyssa as noble-possessed of "grace." In particular, she
seems to know sanctifying grace (a permanent thing of the soul) through her difficult
moments of actual grace, the survival, essentially, of a premarital sexual life without
love. Alyssa's journey is thus representative of the very message of Catholicism and
Jesus: that original sin exists in all men, but there is also the universal possibility of
redemption.
In Rolling Stone, critic Peter Travers wrote that Chasing Amy appears designed to
"piss off a lot of politically correct people," 9 and to that tally, he might have added
religiously correct people as well. Notably, the film doesn't blast or disdain homosexuality or promiscuity. Rather it derides the sins of envy and pride. Indeed, Alyssa
seems dramatically possessed not only of grace but also of the virtues of humility and
prudence. On the first account, she admits that she has made mistakes and erred. On
the second, she demonstrates good judgment by backing away from Holden's plan,
which she knows, in her soul, is wrong for her.
What Chasing Amy appears to state, in the final analysis, is that it is acceptable to
be gay or to be promiscuous if you are true to yourself, if you possess the quality of
grace. As you might guess, this nontraditional take on such social concerns is one
that does not please conventional Catholics. Genesis 19 and Leviticus have been
widely interpreted as statements against the practice of homosexuality, yet Smith
doesn't conform to doctrine dealing with the subject. He's much more interested
in the people in his story and what they learn about their own souls, rather than
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in condemning whole cloth an alternative lifestyle. Unexcavated in the debate is an
important and relevant question: Is the hatred of homosexuals that seems to appear
in the Bible the result of the organized religion that rewrote it or a fair assessment of
God's feelings on the matter?
Though anathema to the old guard, Smith's approach tends to please Generation X Catholics, who seek a less judgmental, less draconian approach to matters of
spirituality and who have largely accepted premarital intercourse and same-sex love
as part of today's human landscape.

"GOOD LORD, THE LITTLE STONER'S GOT A POINT"
If matters of religion were pursued obliquely though meaningfully in Chasing Amy,
that approach would change dramatically with Smith's 1999 magnum opus, Dogma.
The epic fantasy-comedy, which critics termed "edgy but God affirming," 10 represents Smith's dedicated attempt to make faith and spirituality approachable in a
world where man's organized religion is monolithic, impersonal, and fallible.
Dogma recounts the story of the Last Scion, Christ's great-great-great niece
Bethany Sloane (Linda Fiorentino), who is recruited by several (Christian) supernatural forces, including the voice of God, Metatron (Alan Rickman), the Thirteenth
Apostle, Rufus (Chris Rock), and a muse, Serendipity (Selma Hayek), to save existence itself.
A demon, Azrael (Jason Lee), plans to exploit the actions of two renegade angels,
Bartleby (Ben Affleck) and Loki (Matt Damon), and a loophole by the Catholic
Church called "plenary indulgence" to undo all of God's creation. Bethany is an
abortion clinic worker, and in the course of her quest is assisted by two stoner prophets, Jay (Jason Mewes) and Silent Bob (Smith).
Catholicism itself is represented by the character of Cardinal Glick (George Carlin), who is avaricious in his marketing desires and has launched a new PR campaign
called "Catholicism Wow!" showcasing a reboot ofJesus known as the Buddy Christ.
The synopsis above only begins to scratch the surface of Dogma's labyrinthine plot.
One sequence involves a creature called the Golgothon, who was born at Golga (or
Cavalry), where Jesus was crucified. Those who died there had "their excrement ...
released as their bowels opened up and all that shit flowed into the pit." 11 The details
of the script, and their adherence to Catholic mythology, are staggering and reveal
that Smith is knowledgeable about the details of his faith. Even this fact is something
that his critics are reluctant to grant him.
What they complain about most vociferously in Dogma is the association of a
Christ relative with an abortion clinic, the notion that as a married couple Joseph
and Mary would have had sexual intercourse together, and that God is, in fact, a
female (in the film, Alanis Morrissette). Again, some of the arguments against the
film seem foolish. Bethany, after all, is characterized in the film as a faithless woman,
one who, in the course of her heroic quest, discovers the place of God in her life, and
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The Catholic Church gets a "hip" upgrade with Dogma's (1999) Buddy Christ.

in all Creation. Her arc is one of growth, redemption, and enlightenment, so why
on Earth is it a problem that at the outset of such a journey she should be employed
at an abortion clinic? In terms of Mary and Joseph, lifelong celibacy defies what
we already know and understand of all human beings. It's weird and alienating to

88

Chapter 6

suggest that married people do not, occasionally, engage in sex. So what's the problem acknowledging Joseph and Mary's essential humanity?
Logical debate aside, details such as these were considered inflammatory and incendiary by many men and women of religious conviction.
But as Smith often reported, "Dogma is for people who believe in God and think
of themselves as spiritual but are confused and demoralized. This movie is not for
the converted. It's for the disenfranchised. It's for the people who turn on the news
at the end of the day and see stories about priests molesting kids, war in Ireland,
and conclude, 'Well, that's what religion does for people. That's what God does for
people."' 12
This viewpoint is given voice in the film by a villainous angel, Loki, who restates
what he sees as the central religious critique of a poem appearing in Lewis Carroll's
Through the Looking Glass, that "Organized religion destroys who we are by inhibiting our actions, by inhibiting our decisions, out of fear of some intangible parent
figure, who shakes a finger at us from thousands of years ago and says 'Do it, do it
and I'll fucking spank you!'"
What Smith seems to rail against in Catholicism is not the good works of Jesus or
the concept of faith, but the often-contested idea of the Church as official arbiter of
social values, one that imposes fear and hatred to support an antiquated belief system
that, among other things, despises homosexuality.
In other words, Dogma goes right back to the Smith-stated paradigm, "religion
bad; faith good." This thought reverberates through the film, which points out
human weakness. The real crime of the film, perhaps-in the eyes of Churchaffiliated critics-is that it very specifically points out the weakness, vice, and even
criminality of the Catholic Church. It acknowledges the fallibility of "man-made
doctrine"; the film was, therefore, met with hostility by those with a vested interest in the hierarchy-not because Smith was heretical, or anti-God, or anti-Jesus,
but because he had dared to look at man's church and see that, like all of us, it is
woefully imperfect.
That Smith criticized them seemed to be the very fact that so infuriated the
Catholic league, an act of outright vanity. And yet, Smith had also accounted for this
critique in the text of Dogma. The muse, Serendipity, notes in the film that she has
"issues with anyone who treats God as a burden instead of a blessing." She further
adds, "You people don't celebrate your faith. You mourn it." Many critics actually
pinpointed this particular line as the film's central thesis. Writing in America, Richard A. Blake wrote that in Dogma Smith "has created a profoundly spiritual film,
but he does not speak the church language of those of us who have absorbed several
decades of dull, unimaginative sermons and ponderous ecclesiastical abstractions.
Dogma takes aim at an audience that has not yet learned to take the suffocating face
of religion as the norm." 13
For some, Smith's film was not cause for celebration either, but dismissed as,
conceptually, a cardinal sin.
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"FEAR GOD"
Although Dogma proved Smith's highest-grossing film and appeared on several critics' lists of "the ten best films of 1999," the film's controversial nature saw Smith and
his family land in some considerable physical danger. Smith and his wife reportedly received bomb threats after his film, and Dogma was routinely picketed and
protested in numerous cities. On one famous occasion, Smith joined the protests
himself, railing against the very film he had made. His brazen act was not only courageous, it also pointed out a critical flaw of those objecting to the film. Most of those
protesting Dogma had not only not seen the film but had no idea at all who Kevin
Smith was, let alone the fact he was a Catholic.
In large part, Smith won the battle for the hearts and minds of the media and the
movie-going populace in the Dogma public relations wars. As Catholics in the Movies
established:
On the whole, the Catholic League essentially functioned to prove Kevin Smith's point
that Catholics take their faith too seriously and ironically to raise publicity and profitability for the fllm . . . . Yet the controversy also framed the fllm within a Catholic discourse. Smith used the opportunity to label himself "a practicing Catholic," discuss his
church-going habits and Catholic upbringing, and use his Catholic identity to counter
the Catholic League's objections. 14

In a modern world where the pope is not infallible, the Catholic League was not
infallible either. In the best tradition of liberal Catholicism, Smith had explored issues of his faith, and validated that faith, even if in doing so he made the religious
establishment look foolish-not to mention antiquated-in terms of social issues
and incompetent in the leveraging of PR techniques.
Some ten years later, Smith's film career had seen even more ups and downs. His
love story Zack and Miri Make a Porno (2008) did not live up to financial projections, and his mainstream thriller, Cop Out (2010), was reviled by critics as a kind
of creative selling-out. Accordingly, Smith returned to his low-budget, independent
roots, and, fueled by anger with and disdain for Hollywood, created his most caustic
and most stylistically successful film, the religious horror film Red State.
If Dogma playfully nudged and chided organized religion for dividing people over
social issues such as abortion, premarital sex, and homosexuality, Red State represented a frontal assault. The film tells the story of three sex-crazed high school students who take a wrong turn in their Internet search for sexual escapades, and end up
in the not-so-tender custody of Aben Cooper (Michael Parks), a fire-and-brimstone
fundamentalist priest who reads the Bible much too literally.
In Red State, the Aben Cooper figure boasts a real-life precedent, Westboro Baptist
Church pastor Fred Phelps, who, with his rabid followers in tow, pickets funerals for
gay soldiers with signs that read "God hates fags." Among Phelps's targets over the
years have been Fred Rogers, Billy Graham, Stephen Colbert, and President Obama
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Fire and brimstone, courtesy of Preacher Abin Cooper (Michael Parks) in Red State
(2011 ).

(that is, the Anti-Christ). At one point, Phelps claimed that the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, represented God's punishment of a morally degraded United
States.
Once more, a Kevin Smith film comments on the fact that so much of organized
religion today seems to focus on those things morally righteous individual people
and organizations dislike about evolving American culture, rather than celebrating
the joyous and inspiring tenets of faith. In other words, where faith trumpets love
and forgiveness and redemption, much of organized religion screeches about hate,
thus dividing neighbor from neighbor.
More specifically, Red State examines the hatred roiling in modern America, violence encouraged by the eliminationalist rhetoric on the far-right fringe of the political spectrum. This form of rhetoric insists that those who believe differently from
God's chosen-inevitably fire-breathing Southern fundamentalists-aren't merely
wrong but actually deserve to die for their beliefs. In the body of the film, it is clear
that Cooper actually tempts sinners to their death, entrapping them with promises
of sex and lust. In that sense, he is no longer a man of God but a devil. Instead of
lifting people up, he seeks to destroy those who don't meet his approval and literally
cast them down to hell for their sins.
Dominated by blazing visuals and boasting a hand-held immediacy that rivets
one's attention, Red State once more showcases Kevin Smith's strong moral and Catholic leanings. Here, Smith's point involves the "tribal" component of religion. We
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Love of God or the love of the Hatred? The Congregation is roused in Red State.

see Aben's people heartlessly murder "sinners" without batting an eye. But then they
deeply mourn the loss of members of their own flock. To these religious-minded
people, some people are clearly more "human" than others, and more deserving of
love and empathy. Only those who believe exactly what Aben believes will be saved.
Everyone else deserves death-even though they too possess families, hopes, and
aspirations.
Is such exclusionary behavior at all ... Christian?
What Red State truly concerns is the inability of many people among the religious
right to empathize with those who don't happen to agree with their extreme points
of view. It's easier to kill these folks and remove the "threat" than to attempt to live
side by side with those they disagree with. Why are some Christians so convinced of
their moral superiority that they deem it right to kill for their beliefs and diminish
other beliefs? Is there a difference between certainty of belief and faith? As the film's
protagonist, Keenan Qohn Goodman), notes, "People just do the strangest things
when they believe they're entitled. But they do even stranger things when they just
plain believe."
In America today, we see candidates such as Michele Bachmann and Rick Perry
seeking election to high office because, they broadcast so proudly, God told them to
do so. In the last decade, we have also seen an international war launched (at least
in part) on the basis of God's desire for such a war, apparently spoken to one man,
President George W Bush. What Kevin Smith's Red State obsesses on is this idea
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that some people-usually on the right wing of the spectrum-mistake their value
system as having originated directly from God.
Once one believes this fallacy-that God is literally whispering in one's ear-all
those who oppose the great cause become not just infidels but dedicated enemies of
God Himself The certitude of God's ear can very easily makes monsters out of men,
as we see in Red State. Critic Cathleen Falsani writes that "Red State vividly reminds
us that some of the most insipid acts of evil have been perpetrated by people who
believed they were acting on the side of goodness, righteousness and God." 15
Humorously, Aben Cooper's sense of certainty about his fire-and-brimstone
brand of Christianity is also the very quality that eventually undoes him and his
bloody, violent cult. He hears what he believes (and thus "knows") are the trumpets
of heaven, and makes a very bad choice based on his certainty. His understanding
of this event leaves much to be desired, but it showcases the blunder of thinking in
absolute certainties. Is it not supreme arrogance to believe that God speaks to us and
that only we can interpret His plan?
Chasing Amy, Dogma, and Red State form the corners of a very unusual film trilogy. The films of Kevin Smith travel from grace to faith to absolute condemnation
of religious certainty. Smith's trajectory in this trilogy seems to echo the arc of our
very turbulent times. America is more divided in 2013 than ever before by issues of
faith, and Smith both sees and laments the division. But, importantly, he doesn't see
faith as the problem. In the tradition of the liberal Catholic and the Generation Xer,
he blames the messenger: the Catholic Church, and organized religion as a whole.
In probing the matter of spirituality, Smith answers his own question in the affirmative.
"So isn't it possible to be a guy who makes movies chock-a-block full of dick and
fart jokes and still have faith in God?" 16

WORKS CITED
Blake, Richard A. 1999, December 4. "Fallen Angels." America, 20.
Brodie, John. 1999. Gentleman's Quarterly (November): 208.
Falsani, Cathleen. 2011, September 9. "Kevin Smith's 'Red State': Masterful, Spiritually
Powerful." Huffington Post. http:/ /www.huffingtonpost.com/cathleen-falsani/kevin-smithred-state_b_952907.html.
Greydanus, Steven D. N.d. "Is Nothing Sacred? An Afternoon with Kevin Smith." Decent
Films Guide. www.decencfilms.com/arcicles/kevinsmith.
Johnston, Robert. 2000. Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue, Pare I. Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Baker.
Lyman, Rick. 2001, June 20 . "Watching Movies with Kevin Smith: The Thrill Is Just Talk."
New York Times, 13.
Magill, Frank N., ed. 1995. Magill's Cinema Annual 1995: A Survey ofthe Films of 1994. 11th
ed. Singapore: Gale Group.
McDannel, Colleen. 2008. Catholics in the Movies. New York: Oxford University Press.

Chasing Amy, Dogma, and Red State

93

Muir, John Kenneth. 2002. An Askew View: The Films of Kevin Smith. New York: Applause
Theatre and Cinema Books.
Penhollow, Steve. N.d. "Kevin Smith Believes Faith Is the Most Important Thing in Life."
Catholic Bristol. http:/ /www.catholicbristol.eo.uk/news/index.php/2010/10/415/. Stephenson, Cliff. 2000, May 1. "Chasing Kevin: An Interview with Kevin Smith." DVDFile.com.
www.dvdflle/new/special_report/interviews.
Teachout, Terry. 1997, May 25. "Moving from Carnal Bliss to Something Truly Divine." New
York Times, 9-12.
Travers, Peter. 1997, April 4. "Chasing Amy." Rolling Stone. www.rollingstone.com/movies/
reviews/ chasingamy-19970404.
Van Biema, David. 2008, May 2. "Is Liberal Catholicism Dead?" Time Magazine. http:/ /time.
com/time/ nation/article/o,8599, 173733,000.hmtl.

NOTES
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11 .
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

John Brodie, Gentleman's Quarterly, 208
John Kenneth Muir, An Askew View: The Films ofKevin Smith, 4.
Frank N. Magill, Magill's Cinema Annual 1995: A Survey of the Films of 1994, 117.
David Van Biema, "Is Liberal Catholicism Dead?"
Rick Lyman, "Watching Movies with Kevin Smith: The Thrill Is Just Talk," 13.
Steven D . Greydanus, "Is Nothing Sacred? An Afternoon with Kevin Smith."
Terry Teachout, "Moving from Carnal Bliss to Something Truly Divine," 9, 12.
Terry Teachout, "Moving from Carnal Bliss to Something Truly Divine," 9, 12
Peter Travers, Rolling Stone: "Chasing Amy. "
Robert Johnston, Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue, 59.
John Kenneth Muir, An Askew View: The Films ofKevin Smith, 113.
Steve Penhollow, "Kevin Smith Believes Faith Is the Most Important Thing in Life."
Richard A. Blake, "Fallen Angels," 20.
Colleen McDannel, Catholics in the Movies, 298.
Cathleen Falsani, "Kevin Smith's 'Red State': Masterful, Spiritually Powerful."
Cliff Stephenson, "Chasing Kevin: An Interview with Kevin Smith.

7
The Catholic Worker Ethic
and the Spirit of Marxism
Kate Henley Averett

In reality and for the practical materialist, i.e., the communist, it is a question of
revolutionizing the existing world, of practically attacking and changing existing
things.
-Karl Marx, The German Ideology, p. 169
A Radical Change
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The order of the day is to talk about the social order.
Conservatives would like to keep it from changing but they don't know how.
Liberals try to patch it and call it a New Deal.
Socialises wane a change, but a gradual change.
Communises wane a change, an immediate change, but a Socialise change.
Communists in Russia do not build Comm unism, they build Socialism.
Communists want to pass from capitalism to Socialism and from Socialism to
Communism.
8. I wane a change, and a radical change.
9. I wane a change from an acquisitive society to a functional society, from a
society of go-getters to a society of go-givers.
-Peter Maurin, cofounder of the Catholic Worker movement (n.d.)

We must continue to protest injustice, bad working conditions, poor wages which
are general now in face of the high cost of living; but our vision is of another
system, another social order, a state of society where, as Marx and Engels put it,
"Each man works according to his ability and receives according to his need." Or
as Sc. Paul put it, "Let your abundance supply their wane."
-Dorothy Day, cofounder of the Catholic Worker movemenc(l 947)
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The first issue of the Catholic Worker newspaper was distributed on May Day in
1933, at a communist rally in Union Square. The setting for the genesis of the
Catholic Worker movement was selected by Dorothy Day, editor of the paper and
cofounder of the movement, a communist turned Catholic for whom the Catholic
Worker was an answer to her prayers for a way to integrate her faith with her burning need to ally herself with the masses. A movement at once Marxist and Catholic
is hard to imagine, and Day herself would be the first to admit that it was actually
not possible to fully embody both. And while elements of Marxism were rejected
and refined as the movement solidified, and criticism of Marxism frequently found
within the pages of the movement's newspaper, the influence of Marxism on the
philosophy and work of the Catholic Worker movement is unmistakable. In fact, an
examination of the points of convergence and divergence between Catholic Worker
ideology and Marxist thought reveals the Catholic Worker movement to be, at its
core, an experiment in synthesizing a Christian Marxism.
As Dorothy Day biographer Robert Ellsburg notes, the cofounder of the Catholic Worker "spent her youth among socialists, anarchists, and Communists, and
considered herself one of them" (Ellsburg 2005, xix) . She first joined the Socialist
Party in 1914, her first year of college, and spent the decade after she left college
writing for various socialist and communist publications, most notably The Call,
The Masses, and The Liberator. She carried the card of the Industrial Workers of the
World and was once arrested when a Red Scare raid was carried out on an I.WW
flophouse where she was spending the night. And even as she found herself growing increasingly attracted to religion during these years, her eventual conversion to
Catholicism did not, to her, feel like the betrayal of her convictions that her friends
saw it as. As Ellsburg writes, "In becoming Catholic, Dorothy had not forsaken her
political convictions. But what she found in the Gospels was an understanding of
human liberation, a sense of community and solidarity much larger than politics
alone could provide." (Ellsburg 2005, xix) What Day saw in Catholicism, then, was
the essence of her political convictions but with a scope and scale she had not previously imagined.
Though she eventually shed the label of communist, Day continued to identify
with communists throughout her career, often defending them in the pages of the
Catholic Worker. She even credited her fellow communists with leading her down
the path to God. On one occasion, when she was being criticized by other Catholics
for defending a group of communists under investigation by the government, she
responded to her critics by stating, "Let it be remembered that I speak as an exCommunist and one who has not testified before Congressional Committees, nor
written works on the Communist conspiracy. I can say with warmth that I loved the
people I worked with and learned much from them. They helped me to find God
in His poor, in His abandoned ones, as I had not found Him in Christian churches"
(Day 1949). Day was often quick to point out that though they rejected the Gospel,
communists and socialists often did a better job living out the Gospel message than
those who professed faith in the Church.
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While Dorothy Day, as editor of the Catholic Worker, was the voice of the Catholic
Worker movement, her cofounder Peter Maurin provided the momentum behind it.
It was Maurin's vision of a new social order, achieved through a program oflearning,
direct action, and indoctrination that, when combined with Day's practical sense
of getting things done, launched the movement. A philosopher and a poet, among
many other talents, Maurin was heavily influenced by Marx. Though he was critical
of communism and never identified as a communist, his fascination with and reliance on Marxist principles was evident. Describing his early influences in an article
on Maurin, Day wrote, "Peter Maurin studied the prophets of Israel and the Fathers
of the Church; he studied Proudhon, Karl Marx, Kropotkin and familiarized himself
with utopian socialist thought as well as Marxist thinking" (Day 1953).
Maurin was known for what he called his "easy essays," short works of free-verse
poetry that encapsulated broad themes in his thinking, which he was prone to recite to anyone who might or might not be willing to listen. Several of these pieces,
including his essay "To Be a Marxist," dealt with his critique of Marxism and demonstrate the degree to which Marxism influenced his thought.

TO BE A MARXIST
1. Before he died Karl Marx told one of his friends: "I have lived long enough to
be able to say that I am not a Marxist."
2. To be a Marxist, according to the logic of Das Kapita!, is to maintain that
the best thing to do is to wait patiently till Capitalism has fulfilled its historic
mission.
3. To be a Marxist according to the logic of Das Kapita!, is to step back, take an
academic view of things, and watch the self-satisfied Capitalists dig their own
graves.
4. To be a Marxist, according to the logic of Das Kapita!, is to let economic
evolution do its work without ever attempting to give it a push. (Maurin n.d.)

Here Maurin critiques the Marxist idea of the inevitability of revolution. Maurin
believed passionately in the need to create a new social order, to demonstrate the
possibility of a different kind of society, and to bring about social change by actually
creating social change. In another one of his easy essays, "I Agree," Maurin stated
that he agreed with the communist critique of capitalism and with the main social
aim of the Communist Party but that he did not agree that class struggle and "proletarian dictatorship" were "the best practical means to realize their sound social aim"
(Maurin n.d.).
What Maurin and Day believed, then, was in the ideals of Marxism but not the
means of Marxism. They saw truth in the Marxist critique of capitalism and in the
Marxist vision of a new social order, but the path they envisioned to arrive at that
social order was where they diverged from their Marxist influences. To what extent,
then, was the Catholic Worker movement Marxist? What specific aspects of the
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Catholic Worker vision, plan, and actions were in line with Marxist ideals? In examining the program of action of the Catholic Worker, alongside Day's writings describing the motivations and ideals behind their work, several points of convergence
between Catholic Worker ideology and Marxist ideology emerge.
The program of the Catholic Worker movement centered on three major components: "clarification of thought" via roundtable discussions and publication of a
newspaper, houses of hospitality, and farming communes or "agronomic universities"
(Ellsburg 2005, xxviii). The goal of all three was simple: to create, as Maurin often
said "the kind of society where it is easier for people to be good" (Ellsburg 2005,
xxix).
The Catholic Worker plan was, first and foremost, practical. Though theorizing
was important, especially to Maurin, what was most important was putting theory
into action and ideals into practice. Day, reflecting upon Peter Maurin, noted that:
He was a great indoctrinator, a great agitator. He believed in "a theory of revolution"
and advocated much study. "The evil is so deep seated," he said, "that of course much
of the time will be given up to an immediate practice of the works of mercy." But he
believed too, in constantly trying to create order out of chaos. "To be a social missionary," he said in one of his essays, "requires social mindedness, historical mindedness and
practical idealism." (Day 1953)

The similarity between Maurin's desire to balance study of society with practical action, and Marx's own insistence on practicality, is striking. In The German Ideology,
Marx wrote that, "in reality and for the practical materialist, i.e., the communist, it is a
question of revolutionizing the existing world, of practically attacking and changing
existing things" (Tucker 1978, 169).
What things needed to be attacked and changed? Maurin, like Marx, saw that
there were certain basic needs that had to be met for all people before liberation was
truly possible. "In general," Marx wrote, "people cannot be liberated as long as they
are unable to obtain food and drink, housing and clothing in adequate quality and
quantity" (Tucker 1978, 169). This same notion was at the core of the second tenet
of the Catholic Worker program, houses of hospitality. The simple notion behind
houses of hospitality was that they were places where those who had no bed could
come and sleep, those who had no food could come and eat, and those who had no
job could come and work to provide these needs for others. Maurin observed that the
"evil" of the capitalist society was "so deep seated" that much of their energy would
be directed to this end (Day 1953), but he understood that a new society could not
be expected to thrive when so many of its people did not have their basic needs provided for. But the houses of hospitality did more than just provide for basic needs:
They also served as a foil to the capitalist mind-set, demonstrating not greed and
selfish pursuits but a model of a community in which each looked out for the other.
Day noted that "[Peter] saw the need for the works of mercy as a practice oflove for
our brother which was the great commandment and the only way we can show our
love for Christ, and he saw too that such a practice would mean conflict with the
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State" (Day 1953). The very existence of houses of hospitality, providing for those
ignored by the state, served as a critique of the state.
This critique of the capitalist state is perhaps the most obvious point of convergence between the Catholic Worker and Marxist ideologies. Day and Maurin
critiqued capitalism on much the same lines as Marx: for the way it estranged men
from themselves and each other, for the way it deprived the worker of his basic human dignity, and for the way it prized selfishness and greed.
In The German Ideology, Marx explains that, in the capitalist system, man becomes
estranged from himself, and from nature, and hence, from his fellow man:
An immediate consequence of the fact that man is estranged from the product of his
labour, from his life-activity, from his species being is the estrangement of man from man.
If a man is confronted by himself, he is confronted by the other man. What applies ro
a man's relation ro his work ro the product of his labour and to himself, also holds of
a man's relation to the other man, and to the other man's labour and object of labour.
In fact , the proposition that man's species nature is estranged from him means that one
man is estranged from the other, as each of them is from man's essential nature. (Tucker
1978, 77)

Capitalism, according to Marx, is isolating and dehumanizing. The laborer works in
order to live, but his work has no connection to his life, as the product of his labor
is completely detached from him-and therefore when he is working, the laborer is
not living. What he receives from his labor is the pay needed to survive, but for this
pay, and the work that provides it, he is in constant competition with others. Because
he is pitted against his fellow laborer, the laborer fails to see himself reflected in the
other, and therefore, the two are further estranged from each other. And because
man's essential nature is his social nature, realized in his connection to other men
because they are like him, this estrangement from other men estranges the laborer
from his own humanity.
Dorothy Day criticized capitalism on similar terms when she wrote that capitalism
cannot morally be in accord with principles of justice because it thrives on conflict
between individuals. "Since the aim of the capitalist employer is to obtain labor as
cheaply as possible and the aim of labor is to sell itself as dearly as possible and buy
the products produced as cheaply as possible there is an inevitable and persistent
conflict," she wrote (Day 1972). A society in which each person is constantly pitted
against the other is not viable, not just, and most importantly, not one in which the
Gospel could be carried out. But beyond setting men against each other through
competition, she argued, capitalism also robs the laborer of his individual humanity.
"Capitalist society fails to take in the whole nature of man but rather regards him as
an economic factor in production," she argued. "He is an item in the expense sheet
of the employer. Profit determines what type of work he shall do. Hence, the deadly
routine of assembly lines and the whole mode of factory production" (Day 1972).
Capitalism reduces the laborer to his usefulness, failing to see him in his totality as
a human being.
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Beyond estranging the laborer from his fellow worker and from his own humanity,
both Day and Marx criticized capitalism for the way in which it robs the worker of
his or her basic human dignity. To begin with, capitalism does not afford the laborer
full exercise of free will. Marx argued that the work of the laborer is "not voluntary,
but coerced; it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it is merely
a means to satisfy needs external to it" (Tucker 1978, 74). Day took this critique a
step further and argued that factory work was a form of slavery. In criticizing the
Church's stance of the dignity of work, Day fumed that "[The Church has] lost
the concept of work, and those who do not know what work in the factory is, have
romanticized both it and the workers, and in emphasizing the dignity of the worker,
have perhaps unconsciously emphasized the dignity of work which is slavery, and
which degrades and dehumanizes man" (Day 1946).
The laborer has no choice but to work and is enslaved by the system that makes
it so. Furthermore, he or she is forced to work in dangerous, unhealthy, inhumane
conditions. Describing the typical conditions of factory labor, Marx wrote:
Every organ of sense is injured in an equal degree by artificial elevation of the temperature, by the dust-laden atmosphere, by the deafening noise, not to mention danger to
life and limb among the thickly crowded machinery, which, with the regularity of the
seasons, issues its list of the killed and wounded in the industrial battle. Economy of the
social means of production, matured and forced as in a hothouse by the factory system,
is turned, in the hands of capital, into systematic robbery of what is necessary for the
life of the workman while he is at work, robbery of space, light, air, and of protection
of his person against the dangerous and unwholesome accompaniments of the productive process, not to mention the robbery of appliances for the comfort of the workman.
(Tucker 1978, 410-11)

To labor in the factory, Marx explained, is to be deprived of the use of your senses
and to risk being deprived of your own life. The conditions are not only unpleasant;
they are unhealthy and downright dangerous. Day argued that to be forced to work
in such conditions, or even in the best of factory conditions, was not only unjust, it
was also downright sinful. Even "in the great clean shining factories, with good lights
and air and the most sanitary conditions," Day wrote, "an eight-hour day, five-day
week, with the worker chained to the belt, to the machine, there is no opportunity
for sinning as the outsider thinks of sin. No, it is far more subtle than that, it is submitting oneself to a process which degrades, dehumanizes" (Day 1946). This critique
is indicative of why, though she stood with the worker in fighting for labor reform,
Day refused to believe that labor reform would ever accomplish any real good-for
the labor system, no matter how regulated it became, was still degrading to the laborer. As Marx argued in The Communist Manifesto, the system was so depraved that
"for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked,
shameless, direct, brutal exploitation" (Tucker 1978, 475).
Capitalism, then, was criticized by both Marx and Day for the ways in which it
estranged people from one another as well as for the ways in which it exploited and
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dehumanized the worker. But beyond robbing the worker of his or her essential humanity, capitalism went a step further in encouraging such negative traits in people
as selfishness and greed. Capitalism makes not only the capitalist but the worker
selfish, both Marx and Day argue, and this goes against man's very nature as a social
being. "Under private property," Marx wrote, "every person speculates on creating
a new need in another, so as to drive him to a fresh sacrifice, to place him in a new
dependence and to seduce him into a new mode of gratification and therefore economic ruin" (Tucker 1978, 93). Because capitalism necessitates that the success of
one person depends on the lack of success of another-for one worker to be hired
for a job at the expense of another, for the capitalist to earn profit from the labor of
the worker-all such economic activity is activity against another person. And at the
root of all such activity is power over the other, Marx noted, in that "each tries to
establish over the other an alien power, so as thereby to find satisfaction of his own
selfish need ... every new product represents a new potency of mutual swindling and
mutual plundering" (Tucker 1978, 93). The goal of the individual under capitalism
is taking for oneself, which necessarily means taking from another. Day argued that
this is a feature that is inherent to capitalism, noting that one of the central reasons
the Catholic Worker was anticapitalist was in protest to "the spirit of greed, of rampant materialism, that has become synonymous with that system" (Day 1936).
Because of all of these factors inherent in the capitalist system-that it estranges
man from man and from himself, that it dehumanizes the worker and denies him
his dignity, and that it encourages greed, selfishness, and the drive to have power
over others-Day insisted that capitalism was fundamentally incompatible with
Christianity. In an editorial describing a conversation with her son-in-law, David
Hennessey, in which they were discussing the views of the Vatican on capitalism,
Day and Hennessey came to the following agreement:
Capitalism seizes, confiscates, and dries up wealth, i.e. reduces the numbers of those
who may enjoy riches, holds up distribution and defies Divine Providence who has
given good things for the use of all men. St. Thomas Aquinas says that man must not
consider riches as his own property but as common good. This means that communism
itself, as an economic system, apart from its philosophy-is not in contradiction with
the nature of Christianity as is capitalism. C apitalism is intrinsically atheistic. Capitalism is godless, not by nature of a philosophy which it does not profess, but in practice
(which is its only philosophy), by its insatiable greed and avarice, its mighty power, its
dominion. (Day 1954)

Day was highly cognizant of the fact that Marxist communism professed atheism
as a central belief-and was quick to point out on countless occasions that this was
one of the many reasons that she, and the Catholic Worker, were not technically communists. But despite this fact, she did not feel that communism was fundamentally
out of line with Christianity, as she felt capitalism was.
In fact, Day argued that in many respects, Marxist thought was actually very much
in line with the teachings at the heart of Catholic social thought. An examination of
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Marx's writings reveals that the Catholic doctrine at the core of the Catholic Worker
movement-the doctrine of Mystical Body of Christ-is a concept that is paralleled
in the idea of the species-being in the writings of Marx.
In a statement of Catholic Worker aims and ideals published in the third anniversary edition of the Catholic Worker, Dorothy Day explained the doctrine of the
Mystical Body of Christ, stating, "We believe that we are all members or potential
members of the mystical Body of Christ, and that we must show that faith by translating the spiritual into the material. All men are our brothers, Jew or Gentile, white
or black. . . . Since Christ is our Brother, all men are our brothers, the communist,
fascist, the red baiter and the 'capitalist"' (Day 1936). The theological underpinning
of the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ is that all people are bound up in
each other through Christ because of Jesus's humanity: Because God became human
in the person of Jesus Christ, humans became like Christ-their fleshly humanity
makes them one with the human God, and thus one with each other.
According to this doctrine, all people, whether we know them or not, whether we
agree with them or not, are our "brothers." When we see another, we see in him or
her ourselves, reflected back at us, at the same time as we see Christ reflected back
at us. This doctrine, as Day and Maurin understood it, had many ramifications for
how one must live in the world. Day wrote that "this teaching, the doctrine of the
Mystical Body of Christ, involves today the issue of unions (where men call each
other brothers); it involves the racial question; it involves cooperatives, credit unions,
crafts; it involves Houses of Hospitality and Farming Communes" (Day 1940). In
short, Day argued, the Mystical Body of Christ influenced every facet of life and
therefore undergirded every aspect of the Catholic Worker plan. The actions of the
Catholic Worker movement to create a new social order were made necessary by the
doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ.
For Day and Maurin, one of the most critical components of the doctrine of the
Mystical Body of Christ was the way it tied one person's suffering to the suffering
of all, and thus, one person's liberation to the liberation of all. Through all of the
actions of the Catholic Worker plan-clarification of thought, houses of hospitality,
and farming communes-"It is with all these means," Day wrote, "that we can live
as though we believed indeed that we are all members one of another, knowing that
when 'the health of one member suffers, the health of the whole body is lowered"'
(Day 1940). This notion-that the whole body suffers when one member sufferswas for this reason that, Day argued, a class system, in which some suffered such
that others could prosper, was inherently anti-Christian. The new social order that
the Catholic Worker envisioned was one in which people could actually live in accordance with this doctrine.
What is interesting about the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ and its centrality to the philosophy of the Catholic Worker movement is the striking similarity
it bears to the concept, so central to Marxist thought, of the species-being. The species-being, a concept derived from the writings of Feuerbach, is described by Marx
scholar Robert C. Tucker as a way of describing the particular form of consciousness
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possessed by humans that distinguishes them from other animal species. "Man is not
only conscious of himself as an individual," Tucker notes, but "he is also conscious of
himself as a member of the human species, and so he apprehends a 'human essence'
which is the same in himself and in other men" (Tucker 1978, 33-34). The human
being is unique, then, in recognizing that he is like other humans, and other humans
are like him, because they are also human. Tucker goes on to explain that:
According to Feuerbach this ability to conceive of the "species" is the fundamental element in the human power of reasoning: "Science is the consciousness of species." Marx,
while not departing from this meaning of the terms, employs them in other contexts:
and he insists more strongly than Feuerbach that since this "species-consciousness" defines the nature of man, man is only living and acting authentically (i.e. in accordance
with his nature) when he lives and acts deliberately as a "species-being," that is, as a social
being. (Tucker 1978, 33-34)

What is implied, then, by the concept of the species-being is that man is conscious
of the fact that other beings are like him and thus can relate to them because they
hold their human-ness in common. Additionally, because this consciousness of being
part of the species is what makes man unique, it is an essential part of what it means
to be human. Man acts out his humanity by being social with other men. Therefore,
when society is structured such that man is denied the opportunity to relate to others socially, denied the ability to act in recognition of the species-being, man is thus
denied his humanity.
Though it is not grounded in any theological explanation, the concept of the
species-being bears striking similarities to the doctrine of the Mystical Body of
Christ. Both assert a sense of individuals being connected to each other in a way that
makes them more than just individuals but individuals as a part of a whole-either
of the body of Christ, in Day's view, or of the species, in Marx's view. Either way,
this belonging to a greater whole not only makes humans unique but necessitates a
specific mode of action-action that takes into account the experience of the other.
In both cases, the individual sees that the other is like him and therefore is compelled
to treat him as if he is just like him, as if he is him. For Day, one cannot truly be
Christian if one does not act as such; for Marx, one cannot truly be human if one
does not act as such.
Just as Day's vision of a just social order revolves around the ability to live in accordance with the Mystical Body of Christ, Marx believes that human liberation is
characterized by the ability of all to live in recognition of the species-being. Marx
writes, "Human emancipation will only be complete when the real, individual man
has absorbed into himself the abstract citizen; when as an individual man, in his
everyday life, in his work, and in his relationships, he has become a species-being-, and
when he has recognized and organized his own powers (forces propres) as social powers" (Tucker 1978, 46). In order for true liberation to be achieved, society must be
structured such that each person has the ability to see himself or herself as a speciesbeing and thereby to see others similarly, as members of the species, as humans just
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like him or her. Only when each person, in every arena of life, can and does internalize the species-being can all persons be liberated.
Just as Day believed that capitalism made living according to the doctrine of
the Mystical Body of Christ fundamentally impossible, Marx also saw capitalism
as denying man the species-being. As noted above, Marx saw estrangement of man
from himself and man from man-in essence, estrangement from man's own social
nature-as an immediate and necessary consequence of the capitalist wage-labor system. "In fact," Marx asserted, "the proposition that man's species nature is estranged
from him means that one man is estranged from the other, as each of them is from
man's essential nature" (Tucker 1978, 77). Communism, on the other hand, because
it transcended private property, necessitated an end to human estrangement. When
all property is held communally, it is impossible not to live as a social being. "Communism therefore is the complete return of man to himself as a social (i.e. human)
being," Marx wrote. "This communism ... is the genuine resolution of the conflict
between man and nature and between man and man-the true resolution of the
strife between existence and essence, between objectification and self-confirmation,
between freedom and necessity, between the individual and the species" (Tucker
1978, 84). For Marx, communism, marked primarily by property held in common
and the resultant lack of competition, was the solution to the estrangement from the
species-being brought about by capitalism.
Though Marx was critical of the damage of capitalism in general to the speciesbeing, he was interested in the extreme degree to which the species-being was denied
in particular in the political systems that upheld such societies. In On the Jewish
Question, Marx looks specifically at civil societies whose political systems are founded
upon principles of the inherent rights of man, such as those espoused in the French
Declaration of 1791 or the American Declaration of Independence. He notes first
that the "rights of man" upon which such societies rests are actually rights given to
man as a member ofsociety, that is, man as he exists as an individual, "of egoistic man,
of man separated from other men and from the community" (Tucker 1978, 42). The
fundamental rights of liberty, property, equality, and security all work to reinforce
this understanding of man as isolated individual. Because the right of liberty is defined in terms of what one cannot do to others, Marx argues, "liberty as a right of
man is not founded upon the relations between man and man, but rather upon the
separation of man from man. It is the right of such separation. The right of the circumscribed individual, withdrawn into himself" Similarly, the right of property is the
"right of self-interest" that "leads every man to see in other men, not the realization,
but rather the limitation of his own liberty." The right to equality, Marx argues, is
meaningless in and of itself; all it does it provide that each individual is equally seen
as an isolated individual. And finally, the right to security provides each individual
the right to protection of himself as an individual. "The concept of security is not
enough to raise civil society above its egoism," Marx notes. "Security is, rather, the
assurance of its egoism" (Tucker 1978, 42-43).
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The "rights of man," then, serve only to reinforce an understanding of man that
denies the species-being. In a system that guarantees such rights, man cannot live in
such a way that recognizes the species-being but rather can only live as an isolated
individual operating alongside other isolated individuals, attempting to protect himself and what is "his." Marx finds it remarkable that nations that have undergone
revolutions and then have the opportunity to define the nature of their citizenry
would choose to isolate their individual citizens in this way. Marx wrote:
It is difficult enough to understand that a nation which has just begun to liberate itself,
to tear down all the barriers between different sections of the people and to establish
a political community, should solemnly proclaim (Declaration of 1791) the rights of
the egoistic man, separated from his fellow men and from the community.... [T]he
matter becomes still more incomprehensible when we observe that the political liberators reduce citizenship, the political community, to a mere means for preserving these
so-called rights of man; and consequently, that the citizen is declared to be the servant
of egoistic "man," that the sphere in which man functions as a species-being is degraded
to a level below the sphere where he functions as a partial being, and finally that it is
man as a bourgeois and not man as a citizen who is considered the true and authentic
man. (Tucker 1978, 43)

The fundamental incompatibility of capitalism with the species-being is compounded by the incompatibility of this particular conception of the function of the
state-that is, to protect and ensure the rights of the citizenry-with the speciesbeing.
Dorothy Day felt similarly about the incompatibility of the state with the doctrine
of the Mystical Body of Christ, and therefore she felt, somewhat contrary to Marx,
that the new social order that had to be built should be one that was completely devoid of centralized authority. The ideal, she believed, was that "from each according
to his ability, to each according to his need" be accompanied by the "withering away
of the state." Day proclaimed that:
We believe in the communal aspect of property as stressed by the early Christians,
religious orders, the communes of Switzerland and Spain, and in a society of federated
associations, cooperating in about the same way as postal companies, railroads, Red
Cross, cooperate now, without the aid of the state, and without the interference of
hostile states. We believe in the constructive activity of the people, "the masses'" and the
mutual relations which existed during the mediaeval times and were worked out from
below. We believe in loving our brothers regardless of race, color or creed and we believe
in showing this love by working for better conditions immediately and the ultimate
owning by the workers of their means of production. We believe in an economy based
on human needs rather than on the profit motive.
Certainly we disagree with the Communist Party, as we disagree with other political
parties who are trying to maintain the American way of life. We don't think it's worth
maintaining. (Day 1949)
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Day was quite dear that her goal in critiquing the American economy, American
politics, and the American way of life was not to reform them but to do away with
them. There was nothing about the American state, with its individualism, egoism,
materialism and acquisitiveness, greed, and denial of the very humanity of man that
was "worth maintaining." Absolutely nothing about the state or the economy was
compatible with the Catholic vision of the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ;
therefore, the entire system had to be rejected. Just as Marx felt that in order for
man, as a member of the species, as a social being, to live as man fundamentally was,
the social order needed a radical change, so Day felt a new social order was needed
so that man could live as if he were bound up in all others through their shared
membership in the Mystical Body of Christ. "There must be formed a sphere of
society which claims no traditional status but only a human status ... which cannot
emancipate itself without emancipating itself from all the other spheres of society,
without, therefore, emancipating all the other spheres, which is, in short, a total loss
of humanity and which can only redeem itself by a total redemption of humanity"
(Tucker 1978, 64). Marx may have written these words with the species-being in
mind, but these words could just as easily have been Dorothy Day's.
Day agreed with Marx's critique of capitalism and this agreement was reflected
in the criticisms of capitalism that appeared in the pages of the Catholic Wo rker.
Furthermore, as we have seen, an understanding of the human person as one who is
connected in an essential way with other persons, though described in vastly different terms, is seen in both Day's and Marx's writings. Though the influence of Marxist thought on Catholic Worker ideals is quite evident, there are, of course, several
points of divergence between the two that are worth noting.
The first and most obvious divergence is on the issue of religion. As Marx saw
it, religion played no role at all in the ideal social order. Religion, as he observed it,
served only to maintain the current social order by providing those who were oppressed by capitalist society a sense of divine meaning for their misery, thus robbing
them of any inclination to rebel against the structures and conditions that caused
them to suffer. In what would become likely his most quoted statement, Marx wrote
in On the Jewish Question that "Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of
real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sign of the oppressed
creature, the sentiment of heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is
the opium of the people" (Tucker 1978, 54). Marx saw that religion made people feel
happy, but that this happiness was not true happiness but an illusion, a medication
that masked the pain rather than treating the condition that caused it. Rather than
simply treat the pain, Marx argued, the better solution would be the eradication
of the condition that caused the pain, such that the opiate was no longer needed.
"The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is a demand for their real
happiness," Marx argued. "The call to abandon their illusions about their condition
is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions. The criticism of religion is,
therefore, the embryonic criticism of this vale of tears of which religion is the halo"
(Tucker 1978, 54).
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Though Day disagreed with Marx on the illusory nature of religion, she expressed
an understanding of how such a view of religion could come about. Everywhere
around her, Day observed people who claimed to practice Christianity whose practices amounted at best to a watered-down version of the Gospel. The problem with
Christianity as practiced by most people, Day believed, was that it focused only
on Christ as divine and not enough, if at all, on the human Christ, the embodied
Christ, the Christ whose becoming-flesh caused him to undergo bodily suffering, a
suffering that meant he could relate to the suffering of the worker.
This ignoring of the material body of our humanity which Christ ennobled when He
took flesh, gives rise to the aversion for religion evidenced by many workers. As a result
of this worshipping of the Divinity alone of Christ and ignoring His Sacred Humanity,
religious people looked to Heaven for justice and Karl Marx could say-"Religion is the
opium of the people." And Wobblies could say-"Work and Pray-live on hay; you'll
get pie in the sky when you die." It is because we love Christ in His Humanity that we
can love our brothers. It is because we see Christ in the least of God's creatures, that
we can talk to them of the love of God and know that what we write will reach their
hearts. (Day 1935)

Marx was right, Day argued, to criticize the Christianity he saw being practiced as
unhelpful and even useless in addressing the plight of the worker under capitalism.
But this was not, she argued, because Christianity itself was worthless but because
the Christianity practiced by most was at best only a half-developed Christianity. It
was for this reason that study of Catholic social teaching and roundtable discussions
for "clarification of thought" were so important to the Catholic Worker plan, because it was vital to their success that people understand the fullness of the Catholic
faith in order to understand how living out that faith necessitated a change in the
social order.
Though Day understood Marx's reasons for rejecting religion, the emphasis on
atheism was one of the main points that kept Day and Maurin from identifying as
communist. In an editorial clarifying their stance on Cuba, Day repeated something
she often wrote in her columns for the Catholic Worker: "First of all we must quote
Lenin, 'Atheism is an integral part of Marxism.' We therefore are not Marxist Leninists" (Day 1962). Because Catholicism was always at the core of Catholic Worker
beliefs, if identifying as Marxist would compromise their identity as Catholics, then
identifying as Marxist would have been out of the question to both Maurin and Day.
But beyond the question of religion, there were several other fundamental points
on which Day and Maurin disagreed with Marx. The one Day wrote about most
often was the question of the use of force. Marx was clear in his belief that class war
was not only inevitable but desirable as a means of overthrowing the current social
order. He declared this viewpoint most succinctly in The Communist Manifesto when
he wrote, "The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly
declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing
social conditions" (Tucker 1978, 500).
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For Day and Maurin, however, the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ did
not allow for the use of force against the bourgeoisie, for the capitalist, too, was the
workers' fellow member of the Body of Christ. "To assent to violence is to give way
to the spirit of the times," Day wrote. ''Agreeing with the necessity for force is making concessions to the immediate, the expedient. It is in reality denying the doctrine
of the brotherhood of man and the dogma of the Mystical Body. 'Why must the
members war one against the other?"' (Day 1935). Though violent overthrow may
produce more immediate results, Day and Maurin did not believe that it would
achieve lasting results, but rather that the use of violence in attaining a new social
order would inevitably lead to another imperfect social order. Furthermore, Day and
Maurin were unwavering in their belief that "since Christ is our Brother, all men are
our brothers, the communist, fascist, the red baiter and the 'capitalist"' (Day 1936).
If it is wrong for the capitalist not to view the worker as his brother in Christ, it is
just as wrong for the worker not to view the capitalist as his brother in Christ. The
use of violent means against the capitalist, then, would have been a violation of the
core beliefs of the Catholic Worker movement.
In the early years of the Catholic Worker movement, Day wrote that she believed
in the possibility of Christian capitalism and in the possibility of Christian communism (Day 1936). Though Day and Maurin were quick to deny that they were
Marxist and they diverged from Marxist thought on multiple points, that Marx
heavily influenced both Day and Maurin and hence the aims and ideals of the
Catholic Worker is highly evident. Whether or not it was their aim to do so is unclear, but what we find in the Catholic Worker movement is an apparent attempt at
creating a Christian Marxism. That bringing together Marxism and Catholicism to
construct a Christian Marxism may actually have been Day's goal is only hinted at
in her writings: "Others may come who will not reconcile Marxism to Christianity,
but the Marxist to the Christ. There is truth to be found in Karl Marx as there was
in Aristotle."
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Rosemary's Baby
and Cold War Catholicism
Thomas Aiello

Rosemary Woodhouse sat on the floor of her apartment in 1966, frantically trying
to make Scrabble tile anagrams from the title of the book All of Them Witches. She
then attempted the same thing with "Steven Marcato." She finally found the name
of her neighbor in the arrangements, cluing her in to a grand diabolical experiment
within her pregnancy.
Maria Monk stood on hard convent ground in 1834, receiving orders from her
mother superior to fetch coal from the nunnery's cellar. Upon her journey through
the cavernous basement, she came across a deep hole, perhaps fifteen feet in diameter. There was lime strewn all around it, cluing her in to a grand diabolical practice
of murdering the offspring of priest-nun rape.
Both characters stood as representatives of the American Protestant desire to
protect themselves against perceived threats. But in the century between their appearances in American literature, the perceptions of exactly who constituted those
threats had fundamentally changed.
Maria Monk's Awfol Disclosures ofthe Hotel Dieu Nunnery ofMontreal, the revised
edition published in 1836, sold over 300,000 copies by 1860, only outsold that
century by Uncle Tom's Cabin. Ira Levin's Rosemary's Baby, published in 1967, was
also a best-seller-seventh on the fiction list for that year-and became a fllm that
was a box office success. Though published 131 years apart, the books carried many
similarities that contributed to their popularity. They both featured a heroine who
entered a dark, mysterious, labyrinthine house (Monk the nunnery, Rosemary the
Bramford apartment building), and both heroines were subject to the horror of the
"evil" taking place in each building (Monk the rape and torture of herself and the
other nuns, as well as the murder of any baby born of those rapes; Rosemary the
rape by the devil, brought about by the trickery of the building's residents trying to
bring about the spawn of Satan). There were also notable differences. Rosemary was
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generally unaware of the evil goings-on around her, while Monk was all too aware.
Rosemary grew, in the end, to begrudgingly accept her fate (at least, if nothing else,
her role as mother), while Monk escaped the convent all together. Monk's tale was
presented as fact, Rosemary's as fiction.
The most significant difference, however, is that the early nineteenth-century secret evildoers were Catholics, while the late twentieth-century secret evildoers were
Satanists. Were the two antagonists switched, neither book probably could have been
published, much less purchased by hundreds of thousands. Though the formulas were
similar, the enemies were very different. The anti-immigrant nativist sentiment of the
early 1800s made people far more disposed to fear/hate Catholics. The Protestant
Puritan roots of the country and the growing uneasiness at the onset of the Industrial
Revolution (and its attendant immigration) made Catholics a far greater threat to the
God-fearing populace of the 1830s. Satanists, certainly, were not filling the available
jobs in new American industrial centers. In the 1960s, by contrast, the ultra-religious
Cold War climate that had been burgeoning for two decades since the close of the Second World War was far more concerned with the prospect of "evil." Those American
values of the 1830s were now threatened by Soviet Russia, and communism and its
attendant atheism were portrayed as the apotheosis of evil. In the 1960s, Christians
were easy to understand, non-Christians-because of the Soviet threat, but also because of a broader religiosity that developed in the postwar culture-were suspect. So
there was a different sort of Christian/American distrust permeating the populace in
the two eras-the first, afraid that Catholic immigrants would infiltrate the country
and erode the bedrock Protestant foundations of the nation; the second, afraid that
communists would infiltrate the country and destroy the Christian democracy they
so cherished. The hot war against the Nazis had demonstrated American vulnerability.
The Cold War that followed only steeled American religious resolve.
Still, even in such a climate, there was no reason for Americans to become angry
about fictionalized Satanists menacing a frightened American woman. It was, after
all, fiction. Monk's Awful Disclosures, however, outraged the American populace. Investigators flocked to Montreal to examine the Hotel Dieu Nunnery, but when they
arrived, they found no corroborating evidence to back Monk's claims of debauchery.
Monk's mother claimed her daughter's head had been run through with a slate pencil
as a child, thus triggering a mental imbalance. William L. Stone produced his own
narrative, Maria Monk and the Nunnery ofthe Hotel Dieu, Being an Account ofa Visit
to the Convents ofMontreal and Refutation of the "Awful Disclosures" (Franchot 1994,
160-61). The Catholic response and the refutation of the most outlandish of Monk's
claims attempted in small measure to counter the quick sales of her account, as well
as other similar accounts of the era. A group of nativist, anti-Catholic ministers
helped ghostwrite Monk's account and profited from the healthy sales. Her feelings
of betrayal and the swirling controversy surrounding her caused the author to flee
New York for Philadelphia in 1837. Though the events of the last twelve years of
her life remain relatively unknown, Monk died in poverty in 1849 (Billington 1936,

286, 296).
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Mia Farrow, playing Rosemary Woodhouse, is shocked to learn that she has given birth
to the son of Satan in Roman Polanski's 1968 adaptation of Ira Levin's Rosemary's Baby.
Photo courtesy of Paramount Pictures

After Rosemary's Baby became a best-seller in 1967, it became a successful film the
following year. The novel was Ira Levin's first in fourteen years, following his 1953
thriller, A Kiss before Dying. Its success, along with the success of Roman Polanski's film
version, prompted a far more rapid publication schedule, with Levin producing three
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novels in the 1970s. The story also highlighted new theological and feminist turns,
directly mentioning Time magazine's coverage ofThomas J. J. Altizer's Christian Atheism and clearly portraying the pitfalls of pregnancy in modern times (Fischer 1992, 4).
Altizer in particular represented yet another encroachment on the traditional formulation of American religiosity. He argued that the duty of theology was to unify
the sacred and profane-to make Christianity relevant to an increasingly nonreligious world by acknowledging the viability of secular norms of morality. To do that,
he argued, Christian theology as then practiced must be eliminated. Theologians
must proclaim the "death of God" (Altizer and Hamilton 1966, 16) . And so, though
Altizer was proposing a substantive "rebirth" of modern theology into an adaptive,
responsive doctrine with pragmatic results in the secular world, his charged, confrontational language stood as a challenge and threat to the mainstream American
public. Threats to traditional Christian thinking were even coming from theology
departments. Altizer's Christian Atheism, then, served Levin's audience much the
same way Catholicism served Monk's. It was a threat, an evil masquerading under
the cope of respectable religion.
Maria Monk's Awful Disclosures begins in Victorian gentility, assuring readers that
though the acts of the portrayed Catholics are vile, "the virtuous reader need not
fear" (1836, 4). Monk promises to be discreet. She first describes her early childhood and the varieties of nunneries in Montreal. The group with which she would
eventually be involved was the Black Nunnery. Though the name serves to conjure
illusions of evil, "black" was simply the color of the nuns' robes. Monk came from
a nominally Protestant, relatively irreligious family, though she attended religious
schools. Unlike Rosemary, when Maria entered the convent, she was fully acquainted
with the exhausting ritual of the building's religion.
''At length," wrote Monk, "I determined to become a Black nun" (1836, 23).
After inquiries were made, Maria was accepted into the convent as a novice. With
no individual rooms, she was afforded no privacy. She spent her days learning the
rituals required of her, but soon she grew tired of the nun's life and left her novitiate
behind. After a disappointing life outside the cope of the church, including a hasty
marriage, Maria paid her way back into the nunnery with money stolen from her
mother and loaned from her friends. She was surprised upon her return to find that
"great dislike to the Bible was shown by those who conversed with me about it" (39).
She persevered, however, and took the veil in a ceremony that required her to lie in a
coffin on the altar of the church. After the haunting ceremony, her mother superior
informed her, "One of my great duties was to obey the priests in all things; and this
I soon learnt, to my utter astonishment and horror, was to live in the practice of
criminal intercourse with them" (47).
The priests reassured her that doubts were the enemies of all properly devout
Catholics. And yes, they also told her, sometimes infants are born. "But they were
always baptized and immediately strangled! This secured their everlasting happiness"
(49). Monk estimated that hundreds of babies died during the time of her brief
tenure in the Hotel Dieu.
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Father Dufresne was the first priest to rape Maria, but rape, she soon discovered,
was a regular-near daily-event at the Hotel Dieu. The emphasis on regimentation
as a purifying element spread to even the less pure of the nunnery's activities. Lying
to the relatives of novices also became commonplace, and Maria's doubt was met
with a priest's approbation: "What, a nun of your age, and not know the difference
between a wicked and religious lie!" (71). What was good for the Catholic Church
was good for God. The priests, in fact, wielded unbridled power: "They often told
me they had the power to strike me dead at any moment" (78). Priests even used
confessions as staging grounds for rape, once raping a fourteen-year-old girl to death.
The supposed Catholic hatred of Protestants remains a refrain throughout Monk's
tale. At one point in the narrative, Maria is even told not to pray for Protestants. She
notes that the Protestant Bible was considered throughout the convent as a dangerous book. The story even circulated among the nuns that a priest refused to help
quell a city fire until it threatened Catholic neighborhoods. Again, what makes the
evildoers evil is their divergence from Protestantism- not their anti-religiousness,
but their wrong religiousness. Similar stories constantly filled the nunnery. Murders
and rumors of murders hid behind every corner, but Maria soon gave empirical
evidence, describing her forced participation in the suffocation of a fellow nun as
punishment for disobedience. Along with murder, infanticide, and rape, Monk also
accused the convent of keeping a makeshift prison in a dark, near-deserted basement
below the Hotel Dieu.
As if this were not enough, penances for mundane offenses were particularly exaggerated. Kissing the floor was common, as was consuming meals with a rope tied
around the neck of the penitent. Nuns drank the water used to wash the feet of the
mother superior. They branded themselves with hot irons, they whipped themselves,
they stood in a crucifixion pose for extended periods of time (175-79). Monk was
using the act of ritual to construct a measure of difference between the two Christianities (always with Protestantism on the right side of the equation). To make her
message work, she had to convince her readers that Catholicism was fundamentally
unchristian. Levin, though, didn't have to do that. Satanism left no trail of virtue.
Monk also emphasized the building itself and its dark corridors as a principal
character in the horrific drama. After learning the Hotel Dieu's floorplan as best she
could, Maria decided to escape, maneuvering her way through the labyrinthine corridors into a world free of the evils of Catholicism, on to New York, where freedomloving Americans guarded against the papist menace.
More than a century later, in the same town, the fictional Rosemary Woodhouse
hoped that she and her husband, Guy, would be approved for residency in the exclusive Bramford apartment building. After inquiries were made, Rosemary and Guy
were accepted into the building as residents. Her friend and surrogate father, Edward
Hutchins, disapproved. He told the couple stories of bizarre deaths, ritual murder,
cannibalism, witchcraft, and satanic ceremonies. Hutchins, known to Rosemary as
"Hutch," described the life of Adrian Marcato, an 1890s witch who claimed to have
conjured Satan. The Bramford was "a kind of rallying place for people who are more
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prone than others to certain types of behavior," Hutch argued. "Or perhaps there are
things we don't know yet-about magnetic fields or electrons or whatever-ways in
which a place can quite literally be malign" (Levin 1967, 27). Like the Hotel Dieu,
the Bramford apartment building is itself a central character in Levin's narrative. Its
dark hallways, mysterious residents, and secret passages loom over Rosemary's long
pregnancy. Though the author never explores the connection further, Hutch tells
the couple that the church next door owns the old Victorian building, inherently
implying that church apathy contributes to the dark doings inside. Levin uses the
Bramford to create a nondenominational dichotomy. There is religion. There is evil.
Those who choose neither are ultimately susceptible to both.
Rosemary's alienation in the old building is relieved initially in a way Maria's never
is-she does her laundry with Terry Gionoffrio, a drug addict and prostitute taken in
by Roman and Minnie Castavet, the couple living in the apartment adjacent to the
Woodhouses on the seventh floor. Terry wears a charm around her neck filled with
foul-smelling "tannis root," given to her as a gift by her new surrogate family. The
relationship is brief, however, as Terry commits suicide later that week-a tragedy
that leads to Rosemary and Guy's own acquaintance with the Castavets. Consolation
leads to gratitude, which leads to a dinner and a secret conversation between Roman and Guy. Though Rosemary and her readers do not discover the scope of the
conversation until the novel's conclusion, Roman lures Guy into a Satanic quid pro
quo-Rosemary's womb for Guy's professional acting success.
This is the kind of common Faustian bargain that often appears in American
best-selling fiction but, significantly, it appears in Rosemary's Baby in a very different way. Christopher Marlowe's Faust was concerned with longer life, Goethe's with
intelligence. But in the United States, Fausts of all kinds are generally concerned
with social mobility, with success. Characters trade infinity for temporal gain, and
the resulting morality play becomes a critique of capitalist mores. (For hyper-evolved
examples of this phenomenon, see Bret Easton Eilis's American Psycho [1991] or
Oliver Stone's film Wall Street [1987].) But though Guy is searching for professional
success-engaged as he is in the American prototype of the Faustian bargain-Levin
abandons the metaphorical capitalist critique, instead using the deal to heighten the
religious narrative tension.
Ritual, too, heightens the tension. It is paramount in the Bramford as it is in the
Hotel Dieu, and the Woodhouses wryly comment on the bizarre chanting coming
from the Castavets' next-door apartment. Although rituals constitute Maria's torment in Awful Disclosures, it is the secrecy surrounding them that constitutes Rosemary's. And whereas Maria is raped by priest after priest, Rosemary is raped by the
devil himself Even this traumatic event is shrouded in secrecy, as a drugged chocolate mousse kept Rosemary drifting tenuously in and out of consciousness through
the entire ordeal. Meanwhile, Guy's acting career begins to flourish as his chief rival
for a major part inexplicably goes blind.
While Awful Disclosures catalogues the various atrocities in the Hotel Dieu, Rosemary's Baby allows Rosemary and the reader to construct the possible scenarios of
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evil hidden behind the compulsions of her husband and neighbors. When Hutch
finds even more evidence for treachery in the Bramford, he immediately falls into
the clutches of an unexplained coma. And, Hutch excepted, no one outside the hotel
sees the evil hidden inside the corridors of the dark building. Monk emphasizes the
same secrecy-the cloister of the imposing structure adding magnitude to the dark
deeds perpetrated within its walls. So whether the conflict is denominational or more
broadly cosmic, both stories are making simple black/white claims about good and
evil. That stark contrast-the denial of varying gradations of benefit or loss in human personality-is inherent in American popular fiction, a core constituent of the
typical best-seller paradigm.
Chosen outsiders, however, are "in" on the plot. The Castevets urge Rosemary
to replace her obstetrician with their own, Abraham Saperstein. "He delivers all the
Society babies and he would deliver yours too if we asked him," Guy offers. "Wasn't
he on Open End a couple of years ago?" (139). Saperstein, however, is party to the
larger Satanic plan. Like the priests who come from all over Montreal to secretly
partake in the rape of nuns, Saperstein continues a regular practice of helping others
in his daily life but spends his spare time at the Bramford, participating in the ritual
and ensuring that Rosemary's pregnancy continues according to the Castevets' plan.
The smell of the "tannis root" gives him away. Eventually-using the tannis root
and a methodical piecing together of available clues-Rosemary uncovers the entire
plot, including Saperstein's participation, and decides to escape. Her attempt, however, is not as successful as Maria's. Though her range of motion extends beyond the
confines of her building, Rosemary is still unable to make a suitable getaway. She
makes contact with her former obstetrician, who feigns sympathy before turning her
over to her husband and Saperstein. Like Maria's Dr. Nelson, who volunteers at the
charity hospital, Rosemary's doctor does not believe in the evil doings surrounding
her because he has no reason. "We're going to go home and rest," Saperstein tells his
fellow doctor. Rosemary's unwitting betrayer smiles. "That's all it takes, nine times
out of ten" (266-67).
Soon after Rosemary returns to the Bramford, she goes into labor. When she
awakes from sedation, the Bramford residents give her the sad news that her baby,
a boy, died soon after birth. The group daily takes Rosemary's milk and claims to
throw it away. She soon discovers the plot, however, and makes her way through a
secret passage (again, the treachery of the building itself) into the Castavets' apartment, where her baby-the son of Satan-is resting in a black bassinet. Satanist
tourists from all over the world are present, fawning over her son and taking pictures.
Though Rosemary never acknowledges the hold of the Satanists over her child, she
finds joy in her son, whether his eyes are the yellow eyes of the devil or not.
The stories are very similar, and the heroines of each narrative experience surprisingly similar circumstances. But Maria Monk could never have been supplicant in
the hands of Satanists. Her feigned Victorian gentility could not even allow her to
describe her sexual encounters with priests. In presenting herself as a victim because
she was a proper lady-it was, after all, her dignity as a female that made these
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crimes so heinous-Monk's narrative takes a romantic tone to emphasize that her
heroine (herself) was, in fact, a lady. Further, Satanists were virtually unheard of in
nineteenth-century America and certainly posed less of a threat to the average reader
of popular literature than did Catholics. Similarly, Rosemary Woodhouse could
never have been supplicant in the hands of infanticidal, rapist Catholics. American
culture's political correctness would never have allowed such a book to become a
best-seller. During the Cold War, Catholics were fellow Christians, and Christians
were the last line of defense against the atheistic communist menace. Americans were
encouraged to hate and fear communism, but economic theories are often obtuse
and do not properly permeate the popular mind. The Soviet rejection of religion as
counterproductive to a communist society, however, was an act that every Christian
American could understand and fear, thus uniting them in their status as believers.
Of course, to see this newfound religiosity as the sole product of communism would
be absurd. In fact, it wasn't newfound at all.
The Protestantism following the American Revolution was a liberal, tolerant
Protestantism, flush with the ideals of the new nation, but its welcoming spirit did
not last. Immigration did its part, particularly Irish Catholic immigration, as Europeans sought jobs created by the growth of cities in the New World. In the 1820s,
America's fastest-growing city was Rochester, New York, a product of the Erie Canal,
completed in 1825. A transportation revolution brought roads and railroads along
with the canal, and upstate New York became a vital center in the new United States.
Paul Johnson argued in A Shopkeeper's Millennium that the religious revivals that followed this growth were the result of the tumult brought by economic change (1979,
15-18). More likely, however, the economic growth of the region and the religious
revivalism that swept through the area fed off one another in a reciprocal relationship
that sustained both.
Either way, the resulting religious fervor set the region "on fire" for God, creating
what historians now understand as the "burned over district" of upstate New York.
The leader of this Second Great Awakening was Charles Grandison Finney, a former
lawyer who modernized the revival experience by creating a formula for the salvation
of souls. Finney argued that certain tactics could be employed to convince someone
of their own iniquity and need for God's grace (Hambrick-Stowe 1996, 103-4). He
prayed for people in his audience by name, he created an "anxious seat" whereby
people who needed a salvation experience could sit, with the audience looking on,
and find saving grace. His tactics worked. Finney's success and the broader American
acceptance of the evangelical principles of the Second Great Awakening made fundamentalist Protestantism the standard by which all other faiths were judged. And
Catholicism was far from fundamentalist Protestantism (Billington 1964, 41-42).
The emphasis on fundamentalist Protestantism grew into strong anti-Catholicism, and the first anti-Catholic newspaper, The Protestant, appeared in 1830.
Four years later, prompted by an escaped novice who told of unspeakable acts of
Catholic treachery, much as Monk would do, a Boston mob stormed the Ursuline
convent and burned it down (Maury 1928, 53-54). Not surprisingly, anti-Catholic
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secret societies and religious groups became commonplace. In the early 1850s, two
of those secret societies, the Order of the Star-Spangled Banner and the Order of
United Americans, joined together to form a larger political body. Members, sworn
to secrecy, were told to reply, "I know nothing" to queries. Thus, the Know-Nothing
Party began, and grew to more than one million members by 1854. This anti-Catholic sentiment was rampant throughout the antebellum period, and Monk's tale is
one of many similar, though less popular, stories of Catholic debauchery. Susan Griffin argues that American nativism gave authors a "cultural shorthand" for depicting
Catholic characters, allowing these popular melodramas-all presented as exposes
rather than fictions-to flourish (2004, 17).
As the nineteenth century became the twentieth, however, religious belief became
more important than the specific church in which it appeared. From 1926 to 1950,
church membership increased at over twice the rate of the national population
growth. In 1953, 95 percent of Americans claimed to be Protestant, Catholic, or
Jewish (Gallup 1972, 1293). The following year, 96 percent of Americans claimed
to believe in God, and in 1957, 90 percent of the population believed that Jesus was
divine (Gallup 1972, 1482). Sunday School enrollment increased markedly in the
1950s, as did new church construction, and a majority of citizens clearly identified
an increasingly important role for religion in their lives. In 1958, almost 110 million
Americans held religious affiliations, compared to 85 million in 1950 (Gallup 1972,
1481). In such a climate, those who do not believe at all are far more dangerous than
people who simply believe differently.
In 1952, the U.S. Congress authorized President Dwight Eisenhower to annually
announce a National Day of Prayer. Two years later, in 1954, that same Congress
added the phrase "under God" to the Pledge of Allegiance. The bill passed unopposed. In 1955, the body added the slogan "In God We Trust" to American currency. The following year, "In God We Trust" became the official national motto.
Meanwhile, the Civil Rights movement began in earnest, using-particularly in
the South-religious language to denounce Jim Crow segregation. Throughout
the decade, the House Un-American Activities Committee investigated potential
communists. One of the tell-tale signs of communism was a lack of religion. The
Soviet Union was the new great enemy after the fall of Nazi Germany, and though
most average Americans could not specifically identify the specific "evil" in Russian
economics, they could find fault in a nation professing atheism (Fried 1990, 9). As
a counterbalance, evangelists and politicians publicized American religion as the first
line of defense against communism. Christianity was Christianity, whether Catholic
or Protestant. At least it was not atheism (read: communism).
In 1960, seven years prior to the publication of Rosemary's Baby, Americans elected
a Catholic president, John F. Kennedy. Though the evidence must necessarily remain
circumstantial, it is unlikely they would have elected an atheist, much less a Satanist.
They never have. Just as a Catholic president would be unthinkable in an era when
the anti-Catholic Know-Nothing party garnered over one million members, an atheist or agnostic candidate could never proclaim himself (or herself) to be representative
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of the U.S. constituency. Though Rosemary Woodhouse was born a Catholic, she
had renounced her faith for the agnosticism of her husband, and both ridicule
religious faith throughout the first chapters of Rosemary's Baby. Thus, Congress asserted from the halls of government that atheism leads to communism, and Levin
elaborated on the proposition by portraying atheism as leading directly to the devil
himself
In 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald assassinated America's only Catholic president. Significantly, however, it was communism, not Catholicism, that prompted the murder.
That same year, the Supreme Court removed public prayer and Bible reading from
public schools, a decision that prompted outrage throughout the nation (School District ofAbington Township v. Schempp, 374 US 203). Madalyn Murray, the petitioner
in the case, became a target of American resentment following her victory, suffering
the murder of her cat and graffiti accusing her of communism. Vandals inflicted severe property damage and threatened her family with death. She received threatening
correspondence from across the nation. "You filthy atheist," wrote one disgruntled
citizen, "[o]nly a rat like you would go to court to stop prayer. All curses on you and
your family. Bad luck and leprosy disease upon you and your damn family." "Lady,"
said another, "you are as deadly to our city as a snake. Return to Russia. (Signed) A
True Believer in our God who gave you the air you breathe." Finally, direct death
threats also emanated from Murray's mailbox: "You will repent, and damn soon a
.30-.30 (rifle bullet) will fix you nuts. You will have bad luck forever. You atheist, you
mongrel, you rat, you good for nothing s-, you damn gutter rat. Jesus will fix you,
you filthy scum" (Howard 1964, 92). Seventy-six percent of the American public disagreed with the Court in 1963. Sixty-five percent still disagreed with it in 1975. In
another survey, pollsters asked respondents whether someone who was ideologically
opposed to all churches and forms of religion should be allowed to speak publicly.
In 1954, 37 percent of the population approved of the possibility, while in 1976
the number rose to 64 percent (Servin-Gonzalez and Torres-Reyna 1999, 614, 620)
Still, what this reaction should demonstrate is the general consensus that Catholicism was no longer the problem. While Rosemary Woodhouse sat in Abe Saperstein's
obstetrical office, she read a Time magazine, the cover of which asked, "Is God
Dead?" Though Rosemary's story was fiction, the issue of Time was real. The cover
story offered a relatively elementary summation of Christian atheism and wondered
about the existential crisis of American faith. "Belief," it quoted University of Chicago theologian Langdon Gilkey as saying, "is the area in the modern Protestant
church where one finds blankness, silence, people not knowing what to say or merely
repeating what their preachers say" ("Toward a Hidden God" 1966, 83). Though
Gilkey describes Protestants, the article quotes Protestants and Catholics throughout under the broader description of "Christian." Jo Agnew McManis noted soon
after the novel's publication, "Levin has made us believe, at least for the moment,
in witches" (1971-1972, 36). If all else fails, she seems to be saying, remember that
it is a novel. Unlike Monk's tale, readers need not be afraid when the book is finally
concluded. At the same time, however, Rosemary's Baby does provide an outlet to
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find belief, whether in God or witches or anything else. Fiction provides a theater
for belief. And so, even if Gilkey is correct, even if the Protestant church no longer
provides an effective outlet for Christian belief, representations of Christianity or of
evil in fiction can provide the impetus for further religious endeavor.
Literary scholar Robert Lima noted that the period was one "of ecumenical realignment" (1974, 215). He describes the Castavets as Satanists spurred to action
by debates such as that in Time magazine. Just as Rosemary's religious uncertainty
led her down a path of unrighteousness, society's uncertainty about its true religious
state leads to works like Levin's (Lima 1974, 215). And Levin's novel wasn't alone in
responding to this new American dynamic. Rosemary's Baby did anything but vitiate
the best-seller prototype of the mid-1960s. Among the other best-sellers of 1967, five
had religious or quasi-religious themes that drove their plots. William Styron's The
Confessions of Nat Turner, the Pulitzer Prize winner that year, fictionalized the slave
revolt of a man who received increasingly bizarre forms of divine guidance before
setting off on a brutal killing spree. Styron's epigraph sets the tone for the religious
defense that Turner will present in the coming pages: "And God shall wipe away all
tears from their eyes and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying,
neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away" (Styron
1967, 2). Chaim Potok's The Chosen analyzed the conflict between Orthodox and
Reformed Judaism, noting ultimately that pain "makes us aware of how frail and tiny
we are and of how much we must depend upon the Master of the Universe" (Potok
1967, 278). Catherine Marshall's Christy told the story of a woman who finds her
faith in the Smokey Mountains, and Thornton Wilder's The Eighth Day-the 1968
National Book Award winner-described the combination of national and supernatural faith in an Illinois coal-mining town. Centered on a murder and its consequences for one family, Wilder's novel is an extended rumination on fate, destiny,
and the functional value of faith. Whether the stories were dark, like those of Styron
and Wilder, or hopeful, like those of Potok and Marshall, divinity drove their plots
and ultimately drove the American public to purchase them. 1
And so religious uncertainty drove the dominant publishing of the day. That uncertainty, however, was a function of social progress. The hardened certainty of the
1830s led to the hatred and demonization of Catholics, and thus to the exponential
sales of works such as Maria Monk's Awful Disclosures. By the 1960s, the hardened
certainty against American believers, whatever their belief, had dissipated. As a result, Levin's Rosemary's Baby saved its demonization for demons themselves, a far less
destructive target for the maintenance of stable society.
A stable society was just what the United States felt it needed in the face of the
communist threat. The strong anticommunist stance of the Catholic Church ensured that it would not be categorically included with the possible "enemy within."
Thus, a faux nonfiction account of the murderous, perverted tendencies of Catholics
would have never been welcomed by a Christian community united against the
communist monolith, but it became the second best-selling book of the nineteenth
century. A fictitious account of the birth of Satan's son that would have never eluded
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the Victorian genteel sensibilities of an antebellum editor became a 1967 best-seller.
Both found success because they responded to the contemporary American religious
culture that surrounded them.
As Rosemary fiddled with her Scrabble tiles, trying desperately to make All of
Them Witches into clues, her baby began kicking inside her. "You're going to be a
born Scrabble-player, she thought" (Levin 1967, 221). Some of her frustrated attempts at anagrams were "comes with the fall," "who shall meet it," and "we that
chose ill"-three phrases that Maria Monk, 131 years prior, would have understood
all too well.
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NOTE
1. The best-selling novels of 1967 without religious or quasi-religious themes were Topaz,
by Leon Uris; The Plot, by Irving Wallace; The Gabriel Hounds, by Mary Stewart; The Exhibitionist, by Henry Sutton; and The Arrangement, by Elia Kazan, the best-selling novel of 1967.

9
The Tragedy of Power in
The Godfather and Star Wars
Douglas Williams

In The Godfather, Part I, the young Michael Corleone arrives at his sister's wedding
a hero of the republic, having enlisted in the Marines against his father's wishes that
he serve the family. He serves with such distinction that he returns as a captain. In
Star ~rs: Episode fl Attack of the Clones, the young Anakin Skywalker is a hero of
the Galactic Republic, having served as a Jedi Knight apprentice on various planets
with such distinction that the Jedi Council gives him an independent assignment to
protect a senator. In the course of their separate tragic cycles, Michael and Anakin
turn from servants of their separate republics to active agents of those republics' subversion. One is led by a shadowy chimera of representatives of criminal enterprises,
which he fights but which consume him and his family and lead him into greater
acts of crime and corruption. The other is led by a phantom Sith Lord who arranges
for him to feel the suffering of his family members one by one, until he is led to acts
of fear and revenge that destroy his soul.
The Godfather 61m series is often regarded as among the greatest set of 6lms ever
made, in that uniquely American genre, the gangster 61m. The Star ~rs 61ms are
among the most profitable 6lms of all time, an impressive achievement considering
that they are purportedly about events happening to an unknown republic from
long ago and far away. But each series takes up profound issues-perhaps the most
profound issues for citizens of the richest and most powerful republic in the history
of humanity: What is the use that is to be made of power? Who is served by that
power? What authority does it grant the holder? 1 What is one's duty to others beyond one's self or one's family? I propose to examine this theme briefly in American
narratives, noting the historical background of this theme in American history and
narrative. I touch on the mythology of the rise to wealth and power, and of the peril
this rise entails, as told in the 6lms about Michael Corleone in the Godfather trilogy
and about Anakin Skywalker in the Star ~rs saga. I particularly seek to clarify these
125
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themes as they arise in the later films in the series, which have generally received less
critical attention, though I treat each film series as a set. These films are characteristic
examples of the American epic of success and failure-and they are epic in Milton's
sense, as moral narratives, doctrinal and exemplary to a nation. Their purpose is
tragic in Aristotle's sense, in that these protagonists are noble figures drawn into a
violation of the moral order through miscalculation and pride. Their fate is intended
to evoke pity and introspection regarding their flaws, which we can in turn perceive
in ourselves. Unlike Benjamin Franklin's Autobiography or Horatio Alger Jr.'s Ragged
Dick, which teach the rewards of virtue, these narratives teach us the consequences
of vice. 2 In one narrative, the tragic hero destroys himself through his attempt to
control events and to overcome evil with evil. In the other, the tragic hero's control
kills all he loves, so that he lives bound in a spell of self-hatred, a fisher-king ruling
over an empire of desolation until his child asks the questions that break the spell.

THE PROTESTANT EPIC AND AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM
The myth of the American success story is rooted in Protestant Christianity. This
religious-based myth persists to this day, though its persistence is often presumed to
be faded, notably on the authority of Max Weber. Weber argues in Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism that the Calvinist Protestant theme of God's elect receiving by material signs indications of God's favor, most particularly wealth, led to
habits of disciplined capital accumulation that created the modern capitalist world.
However, by the late nineteenth century, Weber says, religious fervor had declined
to such an extent that, although the discipline of capital accumulation remained,
the spirit that had informed it at the beginning of the Protestant era had evaporated:
"In the field of its highest development, in the United States, the pursuit of wealth,
stripped of its religious and ethical meaning, tends to become associated with purely
mundane passions, which often actually give it the character of sport." 3
No one familiar with the paganesque extremes of the Gilded Age of the late nineteenth century could have denied Weber's insight then. No one who has read of the
literal sport of Liar's Poker4 or of the various escapades and extravagances of wealthy
corporate officers today, such as the now-notorious Roman Empire-themed birthday
party former Tyco chief executive officer and president L. Dennis Kozlowski threw
for his wife, could deny Weber's insight remains true today. 5 However, though Weber
argues that the spirit of capitalism is largely divorced from religion and that some
capitalists were indifferent to or hostile to religion, I find the converse is more true
than Weber suggests. Protestantism continues to inform the American success story
and influences the understanding of the purpose of success. Success, in fact, is not
seen as such, unless it is also seen as a material expression of virtue; just as in our own
age with Kozlowski, Jay Gould and John D. Rockefeller in their age were regarded
as great villains, not great models. That Kozlowski's party was a scandal underscores
the degree to which he violated the implicit myth of virtue.
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Weber argues that the spiritual authority implied by the self-discipline and duty
toward work expressed in Benjamin Franklin's Autobiography had largely been lost by
Franklin's time. In Weber's own era, he says, at the end of the Gilded Age, discipline
and denial had become an iron cage of materialism without spirit. However, this
argument raises the question as to why Franklin's Autobiography was a moral narrative
that has specifically religious iterations of duty to one's calling, 6 to help others, and
to help the community.7 It neglects that Franklin's place in the literature of young
people was partially displaced by Horatio Alger Jr., whose Ragged Dicks or Luke
Larkins were modernized versions of Franklin's story, emphasizing the same themes
of moral virtue, charity, and community service-explicitly with the Calvinist moral
that God crowned these marks of virtue with wealth and power. Most notably, it
neglects Andrew Carnegie's profoundly influential "Gospel" of Wealth, in which he
argues that God wills the concentration of wealth so that His chosen instruments
could use their gifts of organization and discretion to disburse it for the greatest good
to humanity:
The laws of accumulation will be left free; the laws of distribution free. Individualism
will continue, but the millionaire will be but a trustee for the poor; intrusted for a season
with a great part of the increased wealth of the community, but administering it for the
community far better than it could or would have done for itsel£ . . . [M]en may die
sharers in great business enterprises from which their capital cannot be or has not been
withdrawn, and is left chiefly at death for public uses, yet the man who dies leaving
behind many millions of available wealth, which was his to administer during life, will
pass away "unwept, unhonored, and unsung," no matter to what uses he leaves the dross
which he cannot take with him. Of such as these the public verdict will then be: "The
man who dies thus rich dies disgraced."
Such, in my opinion, is the true Gospel concerning Wealth, obedience to which is
destined some day to solve the problem of the Rich and the Poor, and to bring "Peace
on earth, among men Good-Will." 7

To put it another way, in Carnegie's influential vision, the capitalist is nothing less
than an agent bringing into realization the Postmillennial Kingdom described by
mainstream Protestant denominations, in which "evil in all its many forms eventually will be reduced to negligible proportions, that Christian principles will be the
rule, not the exception, and that Christ will return to a truly Christianized world." 8
This is the applied Christian charity that John Winthrop spoke of in 1630 aboard
the Arabella, in transit to the Massachusetts Bay Colony:
Observe again that the Scripture gives no caution to restrain any from being over liberal
this way; but all men to the liberal and cheerful practice hereof by the sweeter promises;
as to instance one for many (Isaiah 58:6-9) "Is not this the fast I have chosen to loose the
bonds of wickedness, to take off the heavy burdens, to let the oppressed go free and to
break every yoke ... to deal thy bread to the hungry and to bring the poor that wander
into thy house, when thou seest the naked to cover them ... and then shall thy light
brake forth as the morning and thy health shall grow speedily, thy righteousness shall go
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before God, and the glory of the Lord shalt embrace thee; then thou shall call and the
Lord shall answer thee," etc. ... On the contrary most heavy curses are laid upon such
as are straightened towards the Lord and his people (Judg. 5:23), "Curse ye Meroshe
... because they came not to help the Lord." He who shutteth his ears from hearing
the cry of the poor, he shall cry and shall not be heard." (Matt. 25) "Go ye cursed into
everlasting fire," etc. "I was hungry and ye fed me not." (2 Cor. 9:6) "He that soweth
sparingly shall reap sparingly." 9

A comparison of Winthrop with Carnegie and Boettner shows more continuity
than discontinuity. Indeed, it is precisely this vision of the United States as a nation
acting deliberately in service to bring about a postmillennial world that constitutes a
great deal of the unspoken belief behind the idea of American exceptionalism: that
exceptional mission is as a nation united from immigrants of all lands, in service of a
cause greater than nationalism. In Woodrow Wilson's speeches advocating the ratification of the League of Nations, he often spoke of that transnational cause: "There is
one thing that the American people always rise to and extend their hand to, and that
is the truth of justice and of liberty and of peace. We have accepted that truth, and
we are going to be led by it, and it is going to lead us, and through us, the world, out
into pastures of quietness and peace such as the world never dreamed of before." 10
Lorraine Boettner notes of the United States at the time of her writing (1958) that
the aid given by the United States was a mark of how far advanced the Postmillennial
Kingdom was approaching:
Today the world at large is on a far higher plane. Christian principles are the accepted
standards in many nations even though they are not consistently practiced. Slavery and
polygamy have practically disappeared. The status of women and children has been
improved immeasurably. Social and economic conditions in almost all nations have
reached a new high plateau. A spirit of cooperation is much more manifest among the
nations .... [T]he United States ... since the end ofWorld War II has given to other nations more than sixty billion dollars for these purposes . .. . This huge amount of goods
and services has been given freely by this enlightened and predominantly Protestant nation to nations of other races and religions, with no expectation that it ever will be paid
back, an effective expression unselfishness and international good will. 11

This is very much in accord with John Winthrop's observation that each person
and each community is bound to one another with ligaments of love and duty. It is
in accord with Franklin's project to form a "United Party for Virtue." 12 Carnegie's
ideal is continued to this day by people such as Charles Feeney, who made and gave
away more than 99 percent of his entire fortune in secret. 13 Warren Buffett writes of
his pledging 99 percent of his fortune to charity that he "couldn't be happier" and
that his "extraordinary good fortune" called on him, after meeting his family's needs,
to "distribute the rest to society, for its needs." 14
But even if one accepts the Gospel of Wealth premise, that power and wealth is
both a sign of favor and a trust, what is missing from the eighteenth- and nineteenthcentury models of virtue is their alternative: What happens to the man or woman
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of power and wealth who sees him- or herself as morally justified and regards wealth
and power as a right, not a trust? What happens when power is used in the service of
personal ambitions, and wealth for the benefit of family and friends alone? By extension, what happens to the society that sees itself as morally justified, and becomes
blind to the idea, as John Donne says, that "No man is an island entire of itself; every
man/ is a piece of the continent, a part of the main." 15 What happens to the society
whose leaders with wealth and power lack compassion and do not cast their bread
on the waters, as Solomon advised, so as to see it return after many days in the form
of a more virtuous world 16 but take it from others and eat it all themselves? And
ultimately, to what judgment do such people and such societies come?
Andrew Carnegie's friend and fellow anti-imperialist Mark Twain presents a
hint of this with his War Prayer, written in 1905 during the Moro Rebellion in the
Philippines, a Vietnam-like war against predominantly Muslim insurgents who had
fought against the Spanish Empire when Spain controlled the Philippines and who
were intermittently at war with the United States. A mysterious stranger comes to a
church whose congregants, sincere and well-meaning people, have prayed for their
children to be God's instruments of justice, and he explains to them what they have
prayed for:
0 Lord our God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with our shells; help us
to cover their smiling fields with the pale forms of their patriot dead; help us to drown
the thunder of the guns with the shrieks of their wounded, writhing in pain; help us
to lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help us to wring the hearts of
their unoffending widows with unavailing grief; help us to turn them out roofless with
little children to wander unfriended the wastes of their desolated land in rags and hunger
and thirst, sports of the sun flames of summer and the icy winds of winter, broken in
spirit, worn with travail, imploring Thee for the refuge of the grave and denied it-for
our sakes who adore Thee, Lord, blast their hopes, blight their lives, protract their bitter
pilgrimage, make heavy their steps, water their way with their tears, stain the white snow
with the blood of their wounded feet! We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the
Source of Love, and Who is the ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset
and seek His aid with humble and contrite hearts. Amen. 17

Here is the opposite of Christian charity: These well-meaning people, on the basis
of moral entitlement, as a chosen elite, pray to be instruments of vengeance: They
pray to divide and destroy, not to heal the world but to become, as one might put it
in Star \Vtirs terms, lords of the dark side of the Force.
I have written elsewhere about what I regard as the dominant cognitive metaphor
of national identity for the United States, which I call "The United States is Israel." 18
In accordance with this cognitive metaphor, the United States is a chosen nation;
God is on our side. But in accord with that metaphor's source domain, as with
ancient Israel, people in the United States individually, and the United States as a
whole, are rewarded-or punished-for their actions, in proportion to which they
serve to advance the Millennium Kingdom or to retard it. As Winthrop famously
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said, "For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all
people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we
have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall
be made a story and a by-word through the world." 19

THE RISE AND FALL:
VIRTUE, AUTHORITY, AND CORRUPTION
The American myth of rising is based on the pursuit of hard work and cheerfulness
in the face of adversity. Very commonly, the American hero child is an orphan or
half-orphan. By making the hero alienated from or without a family-something
Benjamin Franklin himself highlights in his Autobiography-the hero's rise is shown
to be the result, not from the influence of family, but from personal merit. These heroes are born with an innate grace that leads them intuitively to success. This success
myth is derived, as Weber notes, from the Calvinist Protestant ethic theme of material signs following one's elect status, as described through the speeches and writings
of such ministers as Phillips Brooks, Henry Ward Beecher, and Russell Conwell. 20
These virtues lead to the acquisition of wealth and power-and indeed, wealth and
power are the material nimbus of such virtue.
Typically, narratives in the United States that express the themes of the Protestant
ethic are narratives of a rise or of a false hero whose innate failures lead to a fall. What
is particularly interesting about the narratives of the Skywalker family in George
Lucas's Star ~rs films and the Corleone family in Francis Ford Coppola's Godfather
films is that these are narratives of rises and falls; like the family of King David from
the Bible or the family of Sophocles's Oedipus the king, we see a complete tragic
cycle.
In Vito Corleone, as portrayed in The Godfather, Part II, we see a figure very
much like Benjamin Franklin's portrait of himself as the runaway apprentice, arriving in Philadelphia with two bread rolls under his arms, or Alger's Ragged Dick, a
penniless child alone in the streets of New York. Vito arrives to the United States on
a ship, a young boy fleeing Italy to escape the Mafia "family" in his hometown that
had killed his father, brother, and mother. His rise from an Ellis Island orphan to
the don of his syndicate begins because he is disciplined, friendly, forgiving in the
face of adversity, and sympathetic to others because they are Italian and have suffered
adversity, as he has. But this is in accordance with the Protestant myth of success of
the United States. As with Alger's Luke Larkin in Struggling Upward, Vito accepts a
package from a stranger, who asks him to hold it for him, and he does so faithfully,
without asking questions. A local "Black Hand" boss, Don Fanucci, requires a job
for a family member and forces the family of Vito's friend, Genco Abbandando, to
fire Vito from his job, so that Don Fanucci's family member can have it. Vito accepts
this disaster graciously, saying, "You've always been good to me, ever since I came
here. You looked after me like a father. I thank you. And I won't forget it." Ragged
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Dick, Alger writes, "was above doing anything mean or dishonorable. He would not
steal, or cheat, or impose upon younger boys, but was frank and straight-forward,
manly and self-reliant. His nature was a noble one, and had saved him from all mean
faults." Like Ragged Dick, Vito finds friends who help him because of his virtue. 20
Where Vito begins to differ from Alger's Dick is that Vito's friends, whom he helps
and who help him to rise, are criminals-with the virtue, we are told, of defending
Italians against a society in which Italians are made to suffer. "If he's Italian-why
does he bother other Italians? Vito asks his friend Genco about Fanucci. Vito's empathy is for fellow immigrants, the weak who suffer from the powerful, outside or
inside of the Italian community. His world is one of brutal gangs and ethnic hatreds,
such as Alger obliquely describes in Ragged Dick, a world that he recalls to the undertaker Bonasera in The Godfather, Part I:
You found paradise in America, had a good trade, made a good living. The police
protected you; and there were courts of law. And you didn't need a friend of me. But
now you come to me and you say- "Don Corleone give me justice." .. . By chance
if an honest man such as yourself should make enemies, then they would become my
enemies. And then they would fear you .. . . Some day, and that day may never come,
I'll call upon you to do a service for me. 21

In Ragged Dick's world, the Five Points gang leader, Micky Maguire, is the neighborhood oppressor of weaker boys, such as Dick's "tutor" Henry Fosdick, whom he
houses and feeds, and from whom he learns how to read. Similarly, Vito takes in an
orphan boy of German-Irish heritage from the streets, Tom Hagen, and raises him as
a son-in return for which Tom Hagen goes to law school and becomes his family's
lawyer. In Vito's world-somewhat ironically, given its implied Protestant ethic story
of rising through virtue, a world seemingly made up predominantly of Catholic Irish
and Italians and Jews-Vito, like Ragged Dick, is the protector of the weaker Italians who come to him: from ethnic oppression, from bullies in the immigrant community, and from the indifference and corruption of a society we hear of more than
see, a society hostile to immigrants in general, and Italian immigrants in particular.
If Vito's version of this story of the protector rings hollow in the face of murder,
corruption, and theft, it doesn't ring hollow to him; unlike the undertaker Bonasera,
Vito does not believe in ''America'' but rather in the family of blood and the extended family of friends bound by duty and obligation. That this is close enough
to the feelings of much of the audience became clear to Francis Coppola only after
the movie was released, when much of the criticism about the movie, and some of
the praise, focused on Vito, and the Michael that emerges at the end of the film:
These observers saw Coppola's gangster morality tale of failure as a story of strong
leadership. Coppola's antiheroes were ennobled, defending themselves and their
family from corrupt police and less sympathetic villains. Some critics suggested that
The Godfather was a realistic portrayal of the Mafia in America and saw the film as
expressing a sense of moral justice. This narrative failure partly inspired Coppola to
develop a sequel. 22
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In The Godfather, though Vito seems never to question his own rectitude, Michael
regards his father as a tyrant. Michael believes in an American republic of disinterested law and justice, and of a moral order in the world. And so if Vito is pathetic,
because he is unconsciously monstrous, Michael is tragic: He knows he has been
possessed by evil, and yet he cannot find a way to escape from it. The Godfather
begins with Michael having rejecting his father and family, owning little, accepting
no help, and earning real honor in defense of his country in World War II against
the authoritarian dictatorships of Europe-fighting for strangers, as his family speaks
dismissively of those outside of it. By the end of the film, however, through a progress worthy of C. S. Lewis's imagined demon Screwtape, Michael is led step by step
into perdition, always with the best of intentions. First he pretends to be a killer
to protect his father in the hospital. Then he becomes an actual killer of a corrupt
police captain and the gangster who tried to kill his father. Ultimately, he inhabits
the evil of his father's life: He becomes the man who stands in church and becomes
the godfather of his nephew, piously saying that he rejects Satan and all of his works,
even as evil and murder is being carried out by his orders, through the authoritarian
syndicate he rules, served by the family he owns. "We produce this sense of ownership," Screwtape advises his nephew, the junior tempter devil:
not only by pride, but by confusion. We teach them not to notice the different senses of
the possessive pronoun-the finely graded differences that run from "my boots" through
"my dog," "my servant," "my wife," "my father," "my master," and "my country," to "my
God." They can be taught to reduce all these senses to that of "my boots," the "my" of
ownership .... And all the time the joke is that the word "mine" in its fully possessive
sense cannot by uttered by a human being about anything. 23

In taking over his father's position, Michael takes over his father's role of ownership, his position of authority, and passes from being a figure who is subject to the
authority of church or state to become an antithetical authority, a paterfamilias in
the Ancient Roman sense, holding the power of life and death.
When Michael casts off the authority of the republic, he turns for guidance to his
father, and to what he refers to in the films as the "Corleone" virtue of canniness.
The films refer obliquely to the Roman Empire as an inspiration for the "family,"
and it is the four cardinal virtues of Ancient Rome-prudence, justice, fortitude,
and temperance, but above all prudence-that Vito and Michael follow. But these
virtues mask the fact that the authority they exercise is tyrannical, established and
maintained through coercion and backed by violence. The Godfather, Part 11 begins
with a match cut between Michael, as Don Corleone, holding his hand out to have
his ring kissed by one of his gang, and a generation earlier, Vito's mother kissing the
ring of Don Ciccio, the neighborhood Mafia boss of the Italian village of Corleone,
who has just had her husband and her other son killed. Vito's mother begs Don
Ciccio to spare the life of her last son, Vito. "He's weak-he can't hurt anyone," she
says. "He's all I have left." "When he is a man, he will come for revenge," Don Ciccio says implacably. "No." The match cut tells us that Michael has become like Don
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Ciccio-he has become like the man who destroyed his father's family and blighted
his father's views of the world.
Michael lives long enough, and is reflective enough, to understand that in becoming the mind behind a leviathan of criminal violence, he has turned into a monster-the kind of monster that consumes humans to perpetuate itself, the protector
turned monster that Plato, in The Republic, decried as a wolf in human form. 24 In
transforming from the Michael who serves others in a uniform, or is a free agent
in open-collar shirts, to the man who owns his family and owns the lives of others,
Michael adopts the dark three-piece-suit uniform of his father, and of his father's
associates. As he adopts this new uniform, a door closes-literally, at the end of
The Godfather-separating him from his wife and separating him from his family.
In taking personal ownership of his father's "family" and becoming strong enough
to defend his family from all threats, he loses his family-his personal family. He
gains material power but loses all immaterial things of value. In The Godfather, Part
II, with his marriage to his wife Kay falling apart, and just before he gives the order
to have his own brother Fredo killed for colluding (in Fredo's semi-aware way) in
Hyman Roth's attempt to have Michael killed, Michael asks his mother: "Tell me
something, Ma. What did Papa think-deep in his heart? He was being strongstrong for his family. But by being strong for his family-could he-lose it?" She,
like Vito, cannot comprehend the question. "But you can never lose your family,"
she says in confusion. How is that possible? How can one be too strong in defending
the family? That the laws of the "family" that the Corleones create make it just to
have his brother Fredo killed for his half-aware malice and weakness, just as it was
just to have Connie's husband Carlo killed for setting up Michael's brother Sonny
to be killed, may be true. However, in carrying out these acts of justice, one by one
Michael alienates or kills his own family, whom the Mafia "family" was supposed to
preserve. Michael is left alone with no family other than the "family" of subordinates
whom he rules.
Anakin Skywalker has much less family to lose, but similarly, he is driven by the
fear of the loss of the little family he has. Unlike Vito, whose mother Don Ciccio's
men kill before the child Vito's eyes, Anakin's mother Shmi lives, though in bondage
with him in the Ben-Hur world of the slave culture of Tatooine in Star Wars: The
Phantom Menace (Episode 1 in the six-film cycle). Where Vito's mother sacrifices
her life to keep Vito alive, and Vito's struggle upward comes with effort, Anakin's
mother yields her son from poverty to a destiny of glory. If Vito's Ragged Dick story
is quintessentially the rags-to-riches American success story, the story of Anakin is of
an apotheosis. He is a child of miraculous virgin birth, revealed to the wise as a numinous being whose destiny affects an entire galaxy. But like Vito, from his position
of powerlessness, he too has a dream of freeing his world from the cruel authoritarian
society that oppresses the weak, of bringing about a new order. "I had a dream I was
a Jedi," he tells the Jedi Knight Qui-Gon who finds him and frees him because of
his prodigal abundance of the Force. "I came back here and freed all the slaves ...
have you come to free us?" In the world of Star Wars, such power is beyond the Jedi;
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Tatooine itself is at the edge of the Galactic Republic, beyond the reach of its power.
And Shmi has told her son the lesson of Governor Winthrop, that the purpose of
want and suffering is to enable others to help others, not because they are family, but
because they are in need: "We have to help them, Mom," Anakin says to Shmi, when
Qui-Gorr asks him to race in the Pod Race to obtain the parts they need. "You said
that the biggest problem in the universe is no one helps each other."
It is this forgotten lesson that is leading the Galactic Republic to fall apart. Who
is served by the Galactic Republic? Star Wtzrs: The Phantom Menace begins with a
Trade Federation that refuses to pay taxes to maintain the republic for the trade route
shipping they conduct within the republic's borders. They place a shipping embargo
on the planet Naboo to starve the planet, and hold it hostage so that the republic
will be forced to cut taxes. Senator Palpatine explains to the queen ofNaboo what is
happening, which is no less accurate for its being brought about through his hidden
efforts-and it is worth quoting in full for its implications; however, I cannot do
that. 25 To paraphrase, Senator Palpatine says that the republic's senate has been corrupted by money, the chancellor has been made powerless through baseless attacks of
scandal, the government is run by amoral bureaucrats, and the only hope for justice
is to create a stronger executive with plenary powers to impose justice.
In Star Wtzrs: Attack ofthe Clones, Count Dooku, who is leading the revolt against
the republic, also cries out more in sorrow than anger that the republic is too corrupt
to be saved. To paraphrase, Dooku says that the forms of democratic government are
simply an illusion, the government is run by amoral bureaucrats, and there is no true
free government worthy of the name. 26
In a corrupt republic of hypocrisy and horror, the innocent are dying, the shamelessly greedy control power for their own ends, and no one has the will or the power
to do the hard tasks needed to obtain justice-except for their would-be protector,
Count Dooku. Similarly, the United States portrayed in the galaxy in which Vito and
Michael live is a place where the police are in the service of one criminal syndicate
or another, and where some yearn for a strong authoritarian power to seize control.
This is the kind of world that brings the undertaker Bonasera to plea for Vito's help.
This is the kind of world that Vito and Michael-and that Palpatine, Dooku, and
Anakin-each seeks to master, to bring into balance. It is the better part of virtue to
seize power, they say, to become a strong protector, to control evil, and to impose the
order that is needed. And this desire for the power to obtain justice is a false virtue to
which Anakin, as the tragic hero, is fatally drawn. To paraphrase, Anakin tells Padme
that someone wise and powerful needs to force all the politicians and people to find
the best answer to their problems. 27
The desire for justice, balance, and order is a common theme to the Star Wtzrs and
the Godfather films: Everyone is trying to discover the authority by which "balance"
and "order" can be brought to the universe. But who is wise enough? Who is that
authority? How can that authority be manifested?
Finding wisdom and a just authority is Michael's challenge in Godfather III. Michael writes to his children that "the only wealth in this world is children, more than
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all the money and power on Earth. You are my treasure." He asks them to attend the
ceremony where Archbishop Gilday, as the pope looks on, makes Michael a commendatore (knight commander) of the (fictional) Papal Order of Saint Sebastian-the saint,
suggestively, whom the Emperor Diocletian ordered to be bound to a stake and shot
with arrows. Michael is a target because he has used violence to establish his authority, and the power of violence underlies the wealth and power he controls. He seeks
to transform that authority of violence to an authority of virtue, seeking absolution
from the Church for the sins by which his wealth was obtained, to make the authority
granted by that wealth legitimate. He seeks to give away his criminal "family" in favor
of recovering his real family and to give the power his money provides to the Church,
to direct for good, as his means of finding "a new period of harmony in our lives."
However, Michael's charity is more apparent than real. The induction into the
Papal Order is a quid pro quo arrangement, in the manner of the "family" of crime;
after the induction, Michael, as director of the newly formed Vito Corleone Foundation, gives Archbishop Gilday a check for $100 million "for the poor in Sicily
in the name of Vito Corleone." Michael makes his daughter Mary the chair of the
Vito Corleone Foundation, and deposits another $100 million in the Vatican Bank.
This is the first of a series of self-interested exchanges of obligations: Michael also
provides money for the Vatican Bank's board of director's swimming pool and agrees
to help sponsor a judge; Archbishop Gilday agrees to sponsor Michael's godson, his
brother Tom Hagan's son Andrew, a priest, to a position at the Vatican. This pattern
continues even with Kay, to seek the "harmony" he wants to find with his children.
When Kay asks that Michael let his son Anthony make his own choice of a career,
as an opera singer rather than a lawyer, Michael agrees-though only with the quid
pro quo that Kay will no longer shut him out of her life and the lives of her children.
Seamlessly, we pass from these exchanges of business "favors" and a divorced parent's
coerced bargain to the settlement of crime family business. Michael's chosen "family" successor, Joey Zaza, arrives to ask his own favor of Don Michael. As with The
Godfather, where Johnny Fontaine sings in the background at his daughter's wedding
while Don Vito settles Corleone business, he sings again as Don Michael gives and
accepts favors. The true and false families are inextricably linked together by crime,
corruption, and the authority of ownership.
In the scenes that follow, Archbishop Gilday informs Michael that as head of
the Vatican Bank, he has lost $769 million to bank fraud carried out by friends,
something that Michael already knows. In accordance with his attorney Harrison's
comment earlier that they "control a lot of money with very little," Michael offers
to solve the archbishop's problem: He will deposit $600 million, with the implied
promise that this money is a gift; in the public announcement later, only the $200
million already deposited for the Vito Corleone Foundation is mentioned. In return
for saving the archbishop from disgrace and the Vatican Bank from failure with this
gift, Michael requires that the Vatican support the takeover by his corporation, the
Corleone Group, of Immobiliare, a holding company that owns $6 billion in real
estate investments around the world.
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Is this mixture of virtuous charity, "family" business, and Michael's family a form
of balance and harmony? Michael's children, Mary and Anthony, see the shadows
underlying the apparently legitimate intentions of virtue and do not like it. She
interrogates her father as to the true reasons for his donations. Michael, as is his
practice, swears to his innocent intentions. 28 But as Archbishop Gilday has already
told us, there are two other purposes: legitimate wealth and power. If Michael's plan
succeeds, he will become "one of the richest men in the world. Your whole past history, and the history of your family, will be washed away."
Michael's plan runs into two problems. The first is from the past, in a message
from Don Altobello: His old "family" members on the Mafia Commission "want to
share your deal on Immobiliare. To be a family again. It can purify their money."
They too want access to this new lever of power. The "family" does not want to be
left behind so that Michael and his true family can be free. The second problem is
that others seeking to have the sins of their money washed away have beaten him to
this game with the Vatican Bank. He finds at the Vatican Bank board meeting that
his favor with the pope lasts only as long as the pope is alive, and the pope is dying,
unable to ratify Michael's bargain with Archbishop Gilday. Michael must make new
bargains with the existing directors to obtain the control he sought by investing in an
insolvent bank. Unless he can make these new bargains and be able to gain control of
Immobiliare, he will have given $600 million and deposited $200 million more in a
bank on the brink of failure, risking all of it, and obtaining nothing for it.
The problems of his "family" and of the legal world of corporations become much
worse when almost all the commission, the heads of the old "family" who have ties
of favors owed to him, are killed in an assault by Joey Zaza, whom Michael thought
he controlled. "Joe Zaza, would never pull something like this without backing. He's
just muscle, he's an enforcer, he's nothing .... Our true enemy has not yet shown his
face." In the shock of this threat of a phantom menace, he falls into a diabetic stroke.
While he is incapacitated, Michael's sister Connie orders Michael's nephew, Vincent
Mancini, to kill Joey Zaza-thus making Michael again head of the "family," much
to his fury. Michael's response to them is revealing: He tells Connie and Vincent that
killing Zaza "was the wrong decision. I command this family, right or wrong! It was
not what I wante~" In addition, Michael's daughter has fallen in love with his nephew
Vincent. The only member of his crime "family" he can trust is suddenly involved
with the daughter whom he cannot command. Michael fears Vincent will pull his
daughter into the world of vice, from which he has spent his life trying to escape. In
his weakness, the one hope he finds is in Kay, who unexpectedly visits him to thank
him for not trying to control their son. In fulfillment of their quid pro quo, she brings
with her their children to see him, yet it is the first moment that we see between them
more than the "family" arrangement-there is a hint of family reconciliation. "This is
the first time I've seen you look so helpless," Kay tells him. "Not so bad, really. I feel
I'm getting wiser now," he says. "When I'm dead, I'm gonna be real smart."
To discover the true identity of his phantom menace and to work toward the
reconciliation of his family by attending his son Anthony's first public opera per-
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formance, Michael travels to Sicily. There he is haunted by the memory of his first
wife, Apollonia, the innocent girl who died by a bomb set for him, the fate he fears
for Mary, if she should wed Vincent. Don Tommasino, the old Sicilian Mafia don
who was crippled in helping Vito Corleone kill Don Ciccio in Godfather II, informs
Michael that Lucchesi, the Immobiliare director leading the opposition to Michael's
control, is also connected to Archbishop Gilday and to the Mafia world: The source
of his crime "family" problem and legitimate business world problem are suddenly
the same. "Italian politics have had these kinds of men for centuries," he says:
"They're the true Mafia." And so Michael's quest to transform his power from an
authority of evil to an authority of virtue leads to a dead end. As he observes to his
sister later, "Connie, all my life I kept trying to go up in society, where everything
higher up was legal, straight. But the higher I go, the crookeder it becomes."
In this moment of crisis in Michael's quest, when he is least powerful, he finds
a moment of grace, a moment in which he can shed his burden of false authority.
Don Tommasino has advised him to go to Cardinal Lamberto, "A wise and good
man, very influential," who is someone definitely representative of the true Church,
not part of the world of corrupt obligations and favors. Perhaps if Michael goes
to this good cardinal and tells him of the corruption of the bank, a way might be
opened for the Vatican to do something where Michael cannot. When Michael tells
his story of corruption at the Vatican Bank, he suffers a diabetic attack. "When I'm
under stress, sometimes this happens," Michael explains. "The mind suffers, and the
body cries out," Cardinal Lamberto replies and then, much to Michael's surprise, offers to take Michael's Confession-an offer made without coercion that he finds he

Cardinal Lamberto (Raf Vallone) offers God's compassion to Michael Corleone (Al
Pacino), the demiurge of a different family. It is one of the few moments when Michael
is able to lay down his burden of power.
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cannot refuse. And so Michael confesses his guilt, above all to the sin of killing his
own brother. In the terms of Catholicism, Michael finds the external authority he
has been seeking-though as Cardinal Lamberto tells him, and as Michael acknowledges, Michael refuses to take authority over his own actions by truly repenting of
his violence.
In Michael's attempt to explain his confession to his sister Connie, we see the degree to which the false authority of violence has corrupted his family. In The Godfather, after Michael ordered Connie's husband Carlo killed even as he was being made
godfather to Connie and Carlo's son, Connie was the avenging conscience, crying
out with the authority of the innocent at his crime against her and her son, echoing
Vito's mother. In The Godfather II, Connie feared Michael and fought against his
efforts to control her life. However, by the end of the film she tells Michael that she
understands, he was being strong for the family-and pleads with the authority of
her compassion for him, as a quid pro quo, for him to forgive and take back Fredo.
In Godfather III, Connie has become the denying spirit of Michael, excusing his actions by the argument of necessity as she hands him the insulin that keeps his body
from crying out, as Cardinal Lamberto so sympathetically phrases it:
MICHAEL: I made confession, Connie. I confessed my sins.
CONNIE: Why, Michael? That's not like yo u. You don't have co confess your sins to a
stranger.

MICHAEL: It was the man. A good man. A true priest. He changed things.
CONNIE: (after a pause, and a long look at Michael) Michael, you know, sometimes
I chink of poor Fredo-drowned. It was God's will. It was a terrible accident. Bur it's
finished. (Michael sighs.) Michael, I love you! I'll always help you!

Where Kay found herself drawn to Michael's weakness, Connie is frightened
by it. If Kay, Anthony, and Mary know that Michael ordered Fredo killed, then of
course Connie does too-something that she proves by immediately citing the sin
she knows Michael must have confessed, of Freda's death. But she shifts the blame
from Michael, stopping him from confessing to her and seeking her forgiveness: It
was God's will that this evil had to happen, not Michael's-as it is God's will that
she keeps pushing Michael back into the soul-destroying crimes in which she too is
now a participant. God is to blame for the evil that Michael, and now she herself,
carries out to impose their will on the world, destroying the world around them and
themselves in order to save it. And so the moment of introspection ends in silent plea
for denial, and for Michael to continue to deny personal authority and culpability
for his crimes.
As with Connie, Michael confesses his sins to Kay and asks her for her forgiveness.
After a day together alone in the Sicilian countryside, where they see a pantomime
for children where a father kills his daughter "for honor," Michael has the conversation with Kay that Connie denied him. To paraphrase, he asks Kay to forgive him of
all his sins committed against her and against their marriage. 29
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Michael's reconciliation with Kay is interrupted by the news of Don Tommasino's
death at the hands of Altobello's assassin. As he does so often, Michael steps through
a doorway, separating him from Kay. She watches in dismay as Don Tommasino's
bodyguard Calo demands of Michael: "Command me. I will avenge him!" Michael,
the commendatore, owns the fealty of his "family," and power continues to accrete to
him. But we see also in this scene again that power divides him from Kay, seemingly
without his being able to help himself. Michael is really the slave of the power relations that he has entered into. In choosing to become the head of the authoritarian
order of violence, to wield its power, he is trapped by his obligations to the order,
living as a divided person, in two worlds.
If Michael is unable to set aside the authority he has created for himself in the
"family" he rules, he still seeks redemption and reconciliation of his divided life.
He still intends to use the "family" power to protect his true family. Michael has
two strategic goals: First, keep Mary out of the "family," to preserve her innocence.
Second, find a way to free his money from the control of criminals, so that he can
recover his power and use it to buy his way to innocence. But in both plans, he seeks
to control the outcome himself, to master the world. First, as he tried to do with
Anthony, Michael orders Mary to obey his commands: Stay away from Vincent, he
orders, because it is too dangerous for her to be near him. But he sees that he cannot
order her. So he next turns to the man he can order, Vincent, and devises a clever
plan to advance both his goals: Sell your soul to Altobello. Go to him, to confirm his
connections to the Vatican Bank and Lucchesi. Tell him that you want to run away
with my daughter, and you want Altobello's help, Michael says to Vincent. Tell Altobello you cannot be part of the legitimate world, and you will work for Altobello.
The genius of Michael's plan is that all that he asks Vincent to tell Altobello is true,
and it ensures absolutely that Altobello and Don Lucchesi will not target Mary. On
the contrary, their interests will be to protect Mary's life, to preserve their "friendship" with Vincent. So, whether Vincent betrays Michael or follows his orders and
obtains the information Michael needs to free his money, Mary will not be a target.
Meanwhile, beyond his planning, Michael's good priest, the wise Cardinal Lamberto, has just been elected Pope John Paul I-and the new pope immediately orders
an investigation into the Vatican Bank. But Michael ignores the pope's investigation.
He does not control it.
In obedience to Michael's orders, Vincent confirms to Michael that Lucchesi
is the phantom mind that has opposed Michael's will, and Lucchesi has targeted
Michael for assassination. Michael does not think of trying to contact the pope or
anyone else, because his is the only authority he recognizes. His only thought is that
he cannot avoid a Mafia war, and he must respond in kind to the person who has
targeted him. But he is too frail physically to lead the fight, so he turns over all his
power in the "family" to Vincent-on the condition that he give up Mary: "Give up
my daughter. That's the price you pay, for the life you choose." By using Vincent to
control his enemies, and by his control now over Vincent, even as he turns over his
power, he has devised a foolproof plan, he assumes, to ensure that Mary is absolutely
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safe from what he has told Kay are the "horrors of this world." For a final time, Michael surrenders to the spirit of rancor. "I tried, Vincent. I tried to keep everything
from coming to this. But it's not possible. Not in this world." And so, denying his
guilt, he releases Vincent-as Connie looks on, satisfied-to carry out his part of
the murders of all the "family" enemies. "Vincent knows what to do. Come on outside," she tells Michael. "Take a rest and-and don't think about it." It is God's will,
she implies again, not his. And so this time it is Michael himself who, just as the
Corleone family is almost out of the crime business, pulls it back in, installing a new
family member as don to rule the evil empire he wanted to dismantle-and ignoring
the implications of the new authority in the Vatican.
As Michael finds the papacy to be another place of politics and corruption, so
Anakin increasingly finds Jedi Master Obi-wan Kenobi and the Jedi Council to be
"political" and weak, compared to the control he seeks-which in his case is the
power over life and death. In Star Wtzrs: Attack ofthe Clones, he dreams of his mother
Shmi's pain in captivity to the Tuskan Raiders and flies to his home planet ofTatooine to save her life. He traces her life, finds she has been freed, finds her husband
and his stepbrother, and finds the Tuskan Raider camp where she is held. Shmi
awakens to see her adult son, now a Jedi, and dies saying, "Now I am complete," a
hint to the wise, perhaps. But in his fury, Anakin kills the entire village of Tuskan
Raiders-man, woman, and child-an event evocative of the My Lai massacre or,
in the context of Twain's war prayer, the Moro Massacre of 1906, of which Twain
wrote, "They were mere naked savages, and yet there is a sort of pathos about it when
that word children falls under your eye, for it always brings before us our perfectest
symbol of innocence and helplessness; and by help of its deathless eloquence color,
creed and nationality vanish away and we see only that they are children-merely
children." 30 On Coruscant, Yoda, in meditation with the Force, trying to feel the
direction of the Dark Side, hears Qui-Gon, the Jedi who found Anakin, cry out,
"No, Anakin! No! Don't! No!" Mace Windu, the Jedi leader, is watching Yoda as he
meditates and sees him react. He asks Yoda what he feels. "Pain. Suffering. Death, I
feel . . . Young Skywalker is in pain. Terrible pain." On Tatooine, when Padme says
that there are things no one can fix, and Anakin is not all-powerful, he says, "I should
be! Someday, I will be. I will be the most powerful Jedi ever! I promise you, I will
learn to stop people from dying."
In Star Wtzrs: Revenge ofthe Sith, Anakin again dreams, this time of Padme's death.
Like Michael with Cardinal Lamberto, Anakin is given a chance to confess his fears.
To paraphrase, he tells Yoda of his premonitions oflosing control of the fates of those
whom he loves but finds the advice-to release his desire for control-difficult to
accept. 31 In The Godfather III, Michael could let his son Anthony go, but it is his
daughter Mary's love he fears to lose, his last tie to innocence and trust. Anakin cannot free himself from fear for Padme. That fear leads him to the temptation Chancellor Palpatine/Sith Lord Darth Sidious proposes to him, that even if Padme dies, as in
his dream, he can gain the power from the Sith to restore the dead to life, like Darth
Plagueis the Wise. And so, in the end, though he reveals to the Jedi Council that
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Obi-Wan Kenobi (Ewan McGregor) reacts to the specter of Sith Lord Palpatine (Ian
McDiarmid) extracting fealty from his new disciple, Anakin Skywalker (Hayden Christensen). Out of their shared fear of death and diminishment of their will, the Sith lords
separate themselves from life and become destroyers of worlds.

Palpatine is the Sith Lord, he helps Palpatine/Darth Sidious kill Mace Windu, head
of the Jedi Council, because Anakin needs Darth Sidious alive, to continue the path
to the wisdom he needs to give him the power to keep Padme alive. In his dearth of
knowledge, he becomes a slave to a new authority, and becomes Darth Vader.
To keep Padme alive, Anakin/Darth Vader helps Palpatine/Darth Sidious destroy
the republic, in the name of saving it, by killing the Jedi. When the Jedi are no
longer a threat, Darth also kills the leaders of the various banking guild, trade guild,
and other commercial guild organizations whose selfish opposition to taxation and
regulation Darth Sidious used to cripple the ability of the republic to function. As his
use for them is finished, their desire for anarchy is disharmonious to the expression
of his singular will: "Now, Lord Vader, now go and bring peace to the empire," Darth
Sidious orders. As Vader destroys the separatists, Palpatine/Darth Sidious announces
the new order: "To ensure our security and continuing stability, the republic will be
reorganized into the first Galactic Empire," Palpatine/Darth Sidious announces to
the Senate, "for a safe and secure society, which I assure you will last for ten thousand
years. An empire that will continue to be ruled by this august body, and a sovereign
ruler chosen for life." This is not the millennium but rather its opposite: instead
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of a righteous world order enabling individuals to be themselves, we are instead
seeing the installation of a tyrannical order, established through violence, with no
law other than that of absolute rule of the emperor, in which all are made equal by
oppression. Darth Sidious speaks more truly when he cries out "Absolute power!" as
he kills the Jedi Council leader Mace Windu. The only threat to that absolute rule
is Darth Vader/Anakin, whose intentions are still to be the protector of his family,
and whom the emperor rules only because Anakin needs the emperor's knowledge
to save Padme.
Padme flees Coruscant to find Anakin/Vader, not realizing Obi-wan Kenobi is
aboard her ship. Anakin/Vader offers her his new empire-he can overthrow the
emperor, and they can rule in accordance with their will. However, when he sees
Kenobi, Vader thinks Padme has betrayed him. In his anger, Vader makes it clear that
he sees her as his property, an extension of his will, and uses the force to choke her
into unconsciousness for her defiance-indeed, in some manner apparently depriving her of her will to have a separate existence, as though her will to live is crushed.
She lives just long enough to bear and name twin children, though Vader does not
learn of that until later. "You have allowed this Dark Lord to twist your mind until
now ... you have become the very thing you swore to destroy." So in seeking the
Sith's power of rancor to save Padme from death, Anakin/Darth is mastered by
rancor and causes her death. Similarly, Michael's effort to keep Mary from Vincent
leads her to come up to him to demand of him why he has ordered Vincent to keep
away from her. "Dad? Why are you- you don't have to do this to me, please!" she
pleads-and is hit by a bullet aimed at Michael in his persona as Don Corleone. For
both Anakin and Michael, power is without value to protect against death. In serving only their own will, they are in opposition to life. Both are trapped in a world
in which they are commanders, walking among the ruled, with no peers left with
whom they can live.
Michael's story ends with Mary's death. We have seen him divided between
the different rooms of his Mafia life and his family life - and the door that closes
between them. We now see him scream, silently, and then his voice breaks out, as
though his body is literally torn asunder from itself, and the parts do not coordinate with one another. Vader, when Darth Sidious tells him of Padme's death, has
awoken from near death, with movements and imagery deliberately evoking Frankenstein (1931). Turned into a monster, he literally tears apart the room around
him in his agony. Neither seems to have ties to life, except for the mechanical
process of continuing-in a nearly entirely mechanical existence, in Vader's case.
Michael, it seems, is deserted by Kay, by Anthony, by Vincent, even by Connie, whom we do not see near him at his death. Similarly, Darth Vader seems to
continue, rather than to live, when we see him in Star Wars: A New Hope. Like
Amfortas in the Grail myth, wounded by his own spear, Vader lives in suffering
and in denial of the shame of his actions. We only see him express a feeling beyond
irritation when he encounters Kenobi.
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REDEMPTION: THE AUTHORITY OF COMPASSION
Anakin is lost, as is Michael, but Anakin comes alive again as a person in Star Wars:
The Empire Strikes Back. Vader offers Luke the power to protect those whom he
loves and the power to restore moral order. 32 Luke turns away from this offer, which
is similar to the one that the emperor made to Vader in Star Wars: Revenge of the
Sith, with the exception that it is missing the explicit promise to save a particularly
loved person. It is even more similar to the offer Vader makes to Padme: "Love won't
save you, Padme. Only my new powers can do that. ... I have brought peace to
the republic. I am more powerful than the chancellor. I can overthrow him, and together you and I can rule the galaxy!" But hidden overtly in the lines is an evocation
of the person Luke has been preoccupied with in both Star Wars: A New Hope and
Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back: His missing and mysterious father, who is now
revealed to him: Vader is Luke's father-and Vader can be saved. Though Vader is the
one punishing Luke with the Force, he is also the one trapped by having killed all
that he loved. That Vader evokes the family relationship rather than the acquisition
of absolute power is an oblique acknowledgment of his own recovery of a family to
save; indeed, his attempt to turn Luke is a form of attempting to save him: Like Corleone, Vader believes love cannot save-only power saves. And like Corleone, Vader
is tempted less by power for itself than by the potential for power to protect family.
In the first film cycle (episodes 1, 2, and 3), which we might call the Tragedy of
Anakin Skywalker, Anakin is not just the grail king but the grail itself-the vessel of
divinity, through which the Force is to be made particularly to bear on the galaxy.
Through this grail, the Sith will be overthrown, and balance will be restored. But
because Anakin attempts to use the Force to shape the world in accordance with
his will, as Michael persists in doing, he is lured into becoming exactly the force
of darkness he so deeply fears, becoming the agent that deprives Padme of life and
destroying the republic he wished to save. For what Darth Sidious lacks the power
to do, Darth Sidious in control of the grail can. In the second film cycle (episodes
4, 5, and 6), which we might call the Apotheosis of the Jedi, as foreshadowed by
Qui-Con's dialogue with Yoda at the end of Star Wars: Revenge of the Sith, we see the
emergent power of the Jedi to use compassion not just to become one with all life
but to preserve an eternal consciousness within the Force. We see this discovery of
immortality first with Qui-Gon, who calls out to Anakin, and then speaks to Yoda,
then Obi-wan Kenobi, then Yoda. Finally, on seeing his son do the exact opposite
of what he himself had done when he struck off Mace Windu's hand, disarming
him and then watched frozen as Darth Sidious killed him, Darth Vader gives up
the search for eternal life in the body, which he so signally failed to achieve for both
Padme and himself By sacrificing his body, he frees his soul. In doing so, Vader is
transformed back to Anakin; like Oedipus in Sophocles's Oedipus at Colonus, the
divine monster horribly out of balance with the divine world becomes an instrument
of divine justice, called to rise into immortal life as his service is complete.
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The final battle with the emperor echoes the battle of Palpatine and Anakin with
Count Dooku, and repeats the battle of Palpatine/Darth Sidious with Mace Windu.
However, the fears that confused Anakin in his youth are gone. Anakin feared to defy
the Jedi Master and feared the evil of the Sith Lord he saw revealed before him in the
man who seemed to be a mentor and friend. But Anakin feared even more losing the
knowledge and power of the Sith way of protecting Padme. In his fear, Anakin could
not see how he was being manipulated, was active and passive at the wrong times,
and so was lost. Now, he is in the Count Dooku position of being presented as the
instrument of another's temptation and sees in Luke's suffering his own past suffering.
Unlike Anakin, who killed Dooku without seeing in Dooku a man with fears and a
longing for a just authority much like his own, Luke, after cutting off Vader's metal
hand holding his light saber and looking at his own metal hand in recognition, sees the
man inside the shell of a monster. He refuses to kill Vader when Vader is in his power.
Luke finds a moral courage to let go of control, rather than try to own justice, and to
exchange righteous anger for compassion. Luke sees in the enemy fears and suffering
and longing like his own, rather than only seeing these things as his property. He finds
he can no longer be satisfied with a victory that destroys the other person, because he is
destroying himself as well. And so he lets go of his purely selfish identity and identifies
himself with his enemy, breaking the spell by stating that it is not his will that matters
or his body that must be saved, but justice and life itself His words and action release
Anakin from bondage, and together they are able to defeat the emperor.
Jung and von Franz write of the grail (or fisher) king that he is a figure of Adamin-man, an anthropos, in Gnostic terms; on the one hand, he is a Christian man
"who has been wounded by a dark adversary, while on the other he has become this
dark opponent and now appears demonic himself" 33 This conflict of a soul out of
balance with body, and individual out of balance with all humanity, "personifies the
principle of Christian consciousness confronted with the problem of physis [nature]
and of evil. It is as if the dark aspect of divinity had attacked him in order to awaken
him to a more conscious religious attitude. But he cannot himself solve the problem
within the structure of the outlook he personifies. He therefore has to await a successor who shall free him." 34 It is this failure of insight and will to separate spiritual
desire from the body-fundamentally a failure to become that which is imminent
within himself-that makes the fisher-king the agent of his own torment and a victim in need of redemption:
I am an infirm and weak old man, surnamed the dragon; therefore am I shut up in
a cave, that I may be ransomed by the kingly crown .... A fiery sword inflicts great
torments upon me; death makes weak my flesh and bones . .. . My soul and my spirit
depart; a terrible poison, I am likened to. I lie, that out of Three may come One. 0
soul and spirit, leave me not, that I may see again the light of day, and the hero of peace
whom the whole world shall behold may arise from me. 35

Michael Corleone dies without finding release, but Anakin/Vader dies, as Anakin's
mother Shmi died, with a less expressive but more personal expression of the release
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from physical and spiritual bondage. The emperor, in dying, destroys Vader-but
Vader was always the shell imprisoning Anakin, an idea Lucas hints at by Anakin's
removing the Vader mask at the end. "I can't leave you here," Luke tells him. "I've
got to save you." But Anakin replies, "You already have. You were right about me.
Tell your sister you were right." In accepting death, he is freed to live eternally, in the
Force, and through his children.
Anakin, who began the Star Wtzrs series imbued with the implied authority of life,
in the form of the Midichorian levels with which he is born, becomes first a Jedi
Knight and then a Sith Lord as he seeks the authority to impose order and justice on
the galaxy. But by reducing the freedom of others in the name of order, and raising
the emperor to end wars and confusion, he reduces the galaxy and himself to servitude. This is also true with Michael Corleone, who begins the series with his father's
"Corleone" mind and with a desire to protect his family and live in a world of justice
and law. Though he finds himself drawn into his father's world of crime, a world
he knows is evil, he spends the entire series seeking to obtain for himself a moral
authority and power. In their way, both Michael and Anakin illustrate the limits of a
classical model of authority. Power guided by the four virtues of rule as the Ancient
Rome-prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance, the virtues of a paterfamilias
or of a philosopher-king-are not enough in themselves to grant a moral authority
to make decisions for others. An absolute monarch is still absolute, even if that king
has the will to be just, as Michael and Vito try to be, and as at least Anakin and
Count Dooku aspire to be. 36 The Michael who could see his father's failures clearly
cannot quite keep in focus his own failures. That is the failure that Luke overcomes.
But perhaps we find the ultimate lesson in these narratives in the contrasts between these narratives' tragic heroes and the relatively tangential wise mentors they
reject, Qui-Gon and Cardinal Lamberto/Pope John Paul (a fictionalized Cardinal
Lamberto/Pope John Paul I). Both Qui-Gon and Cardinal Lamberto obtain precisely the goal that the tragic heroes seek to obtain by force. They achieve their
authority, not because of their attempts to impose their will on others but because of
their compassion for the suffering of others, which gives them an identity with the
community as a whole-or indeed, all life, in Qui-Con's case. Cardinal Lamberto
becomes a true commendatore of the Church, through his wisdom and virtue, not
by bribery. Qui-Gon achieves the ability to conquer death that Anakin seeks to save
Padme. Unlike the tyranny of the Dons Corleone, or of the Sith Lords, achieved
through care and held in suffering, the authority these individuals attain is akin to
the loving-kindness compassion of Buddhism, from which the Jedi religious themes
seem to be derived and which is consistent with the three theological virtues of
Paul-"faith, hope, and charity; but the greatest of these is charity." 37 Tyrannical
power can be obtained through coercion and violence, but it cannot endure except
through more coercion and violence. Both those who rule and those who are ruled in
a tyrannical system are imprisoned by it and lose all they seek to gain. We see the failure of individual will in Michael Corleone and Darth Vader in their efforts to impose
on the world an authority that cannot be forced upon others but must be granted.
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Power and wealth ultimately do not provide an authority by which the social order
can be regulated, let alone family. In our age of the crisis of the traditional orders of
hierarchy and religion, the authority of acting out of compassion endures; indeed,
it is the one authority that is part of all traditions and transcends all parochialism
or partiality. And so the question these films pose is the question of the grail: Who
is served by power? The fisher-king serves himself and is lost. The fool-hero, out of
compassion, serves all humanity-and by doing so saves all.
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NOTES
1. The question of our modern crisis of valid authority is a profound one, and I will take
the opportunity to note that I have profited from the insights developed by Hannah Arendt
in her essay "What Is Aurhority," in Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future (New York:
Penguin Books, 1977). My general thinking about the narrative questions also is inspired by
Northrop Frye and in relation to Star Wors in particular, by Jung and von Franz's The Grail

Legend.
2. Both Franklin and Alger are quite explicit about this moral example in their books.
In his ''Articles of Belief and Acts of Religion" section of the Autobiography, which outlines a
rather Methodist plan of seeking "moral perfection," Franklin says he drafred this method to
be "serviceable to people in all religions." Franklin admits failure in the plan but ascribes to
the pursuit of it the success of his life (Franklin, Autobiography, 98-107).
3. Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 1958.
4. Lewis (Liar's Poker, 1989) describes the tide game and other kinds of "sport."
5. See, for example, Sorkin, "This Tyco Videotape Has Been Edited for Content."
6. See, for example, near the beginning of Franklin's continuation of the biography in
1784 his comment on his father's quoting Proverbs 22:29, "Seest thou a man diligent in his
calling, he shall stand before kings, he shall not stand before mean men," and noting that he
had literally stood before five kings and dined with one (Franklin, Autobiography, 95).
7. Carnegie, "The Gospel of Wealth."
8. Boettner, The Millennium, 14.
9. Winthrop, ''A Model of Christian Charity."
10. Wilson, ''Address at Pueblo, Colorado, September 25. 1919," 222.
11 . Boettner, The Millennium, 38-39.
12. Franklin, Autobiography, 112.
13. Sorkin, "This Tyco Videotape Has Been Edited for Content."
14. The Giving Pledge, "Warren Buffett."
15. John Donne, Meditation XVII. I will note in passing that there are indeed the negative versions too in the morality plays that predate Franklin's book, in the nineteenth-century
Prince Duncan and Randolph Duncan in Alger's Struggling Upward, and of course in the
moral narrative that lives on most vigorously into our own age, Charles Dickens's Scrooge in
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"A Christmas Carol," so I exaggerate a bit. But it is the particular pattern of our age of cynicism that the positive hero is more easily dismissed; so in our age, it is the negative example
that is the one that speaks to our ears and eyes.
16. Ecclesiastes 11: 1-2.
17. Twain, "The War Prayer," 220.
18. By this I mean something more than just a metaphor. In the culture of the United
States, the Israel written about in the Bible is the source domain narrative that is used to
define and interpret the target domain narrative of the historical and contemporary United
States. See, for example, George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More Than Cool Reason. For the
fuller development of United States as Israel cultural conceptual metaphor, see Williams, The

Eagle or the Cross: Rome, the Bible, and Cold War America.
19. Winthrop, "A Model of Christian Charity."
20. Kyle, Evangelicalism: An Americanized Christianity, 65-66.
21. Alger, Ragged Dick and Struggling Upward, 7.
22. This claim of realism and of Coppola's disappointment that the moral of the first film
was missed is summarized in Johnson, Francis Ford Coppola, 109-25.
23 . Lewis, The Screwtape Letters, 98 .
24. Plato, The Republic, book 8, 292.
25. It is worth quoting in full for its implications, but I cannot do that. Due to the general and not unjustified fear on the part of the publishing world that to quote more than a
few lines of any screenplay is to violate Section 106 of the 1976 Copyright Act, as recently
interpreted by attorneys at film studios, I am paraphrasing screenplay passages. I think several
quotations from the screenplay in no way could harm the potential value to the copyright
holder of further sales of their intellectual property. In fact, by providing critical insight to that
property, I am giving, virtually free of charge, my intellectual property to the copyright holder
in a form that can only increase interest in and enhance the value of their property. I yield
to this threat, or rather the publisher does, but if you would like to know what I had wished
to quote here, you can search for the screenplay of Star Wars: The Phantom Menace on the
Internet, and read the lines starting with "the Republic is not what it once was," and ending
with "There's no time for that." I follow a similar practice for other screenplay quotations that
I would have preferred to use precisely so that you could see more readily the value in these
somewhat underappreciated films. I do not provide further information about such sites, lest
I be seen as inciting you, the reader, to commit acts of piracy. Perhaps you should listen and
watch the films carefully as I did, but with the assistance of the hints I am offering you here.
If you find this burden upon your comprehension distressing, I share your pain, but I
take some comfort in knowing that the value of the intellectual property I am giving to the
copyright holder is accordingly reduced. I am less happy for Mr. Lucas and Mr. Coppola,
who, I am sure, would be more sympathetic to my point of view. On the other hand, the
value of what I can offer to them through my appreciation of their work is not only fiscally
inconsequential but intellectually relatively trivial. It is my belief in the value of their work,
after all, that has led me to write of it; and I believe that value will endure, even beyond the
powers of the copyright holder.
26. "The Chancellor means well ... even the pretext of democracy and freedom."
27. "We need a system where .. . Someone wise."
28. "Tony says that I'm a front ... bring me closer to you."
29. "I want yo u to forgive me . . . I always-I always will" (beginning and end of this
interlude scene).
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30. Twain, "Comments on the Moro Massacre."
31. "Premonitions ... premonitions . .. Hmm ... let go of everything you fear to lose."
32. "There is no escape. Don't make me ... It's the only way."
33. Jung and von Franz, The Grail Legend, 210.
34. Jung and von Franz, The Grail Legend, 212.
35. Jung and von Franz, The Grail Legend, 212.
36. The Palpatine/emperor and Lucchesi characters are hardly given any human motivation at all, outside of the desire for absolute power. A Jungian psychology interpretation of
both Anakin/Vader and Palpatine/Sidious might be that they both were possessed by archetypes: "Jung argued that such was the power of archetypal ideas that they could rapidly lead
to a dangerous state of brutal megalomania as they fostered an inhuman lack of compassion
or reflection," turning them into "mana personalities" (Lewin, Jung on War, Politics and Nazi
Germany: Exploring the Theory ofArchetypes and the Collective Unconsciousness, 199). Similarly,
"The too-old, seemingly alive king stands for the unconsciousness of the world of the Father,
the wounded King for the state of conflict of the Son condition. But Perceval is the man who
serves wholeness, and . . . is destined therefore to redeem them both" from the imprisonment
of their own mania.
37. 1 Cor. 13:13.

III
A ROADMAP FOR REFORM

10
Roma Locuta Est, Causa Finita Est
Power, Discursivity, and the
Roman Catholic Hierarchy
Dan Wood

One should never forger that language, by virtue of rhe infinite generative but
also originative capacity-in the Kantian sense- which it derives from its power
to produce existence by producing the collectively recognized, and thus realized,
representation of existence, is no doubt the principal support of the dream of
absolute power.
-Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Thompson 1991, 42)

RESPONDING TO POWER
This chapter attempts to provide some of the typological, historical, and hermeneutical tools necessary to begin to see various forms of power relations as realized by
the Roman Catholic hierarchy. While orienting itself from a partially Foucauldian
perspective, 1 it also draws from the related and pertinent thought of Gianni Vattimo, Leonardo Boff, David Tracy, and others as seems fit. After assessing inadequate
notions of power, an alternative and general account of the meaning of "power" is
provided. This then receives specification through an analysis of the general types
of public and discursive forms of power pertaining to the Roman ecclesia. Next, an
examination of the mobilization of discursive power by means of curial discourse is
explicated according to the themes outlined. Finally, the exposition of contemporary,
hierarchical-linguistic power calls for a brief discussion of possible routes for pragmatic counter-conducts. Since the institutional hierarchy of the Roman Catholic
Church resists significant changes by effectively deploying unique forms of discursive
power (among other ways), a critical genealogy of the discursive formation of its
hierarchical authority opens a space for more constructive and reasonable forms of
discursive authorities.
153
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In respect to the manner in which and the extent to which power operates by
means of the Roman Catholic hierarchy, there exist numerous possible and actual
responses, the relative adequacies of which do not necessarily equal the frequency of
their pronouncement. From a traditional standpoint, the power of the Roman Rite
secures various dynamics of institutional perseverance over time-namely, of past
doctrines, particular values, customs, regulative ideals, bodily habits, ortholexy (or,
"right speech," in the sense of the discursive counterpart to orthodoxy), etc. Roman
power, it is thought, guides the fallen world to its own term and truth pastorally and
by multiplied and subsistent forms of interpretation, discipline, and sacramentality,
among other possible modes of mediated authority. Such traditional self-interpretation conceives of this ordering as just, necessary, one, holy, catholic (or universal),
and apostolic. The injurious overflow and negative externalities of such power-intentional or not-receive the status of anomalies, and such leaks are understood not
as betraying structural flaws but instead as the unfortunate outcomes of an otherwise
necessary, good, and divinely ordained system: abusus non tollit usum. For example,
the moderate apologist perceives the colonization of various nations, while having
negative aspects, as accomplishing the more cosmic task of mass evangelization and
conversion. According to this traditional view, Perrine authority primarily mediates and delegates the top-down flow of power, thereby guaranteeing a necessary
homogeneity of beliefs, practices, and dispositions among the faithful. Within this
paradigm, substantive internal reform occurs rarely, hyper-cautiously, and by means
of highly selective memory.
Another frequent response to the power mobilized by the Roman Catholic hierarchy consists of the critical re-presentation of the aforementioned "anomalies"
against a broad ethical and historical plane. This response amasses dramatic instances
of blatant corruption-for example, the imprisonment of Galileo and murder of
Giordano Bruno, the selling of indulgences, the initiation of the Crusades, the
declaration of papal infallibility, the burning of conciliar voting ballots unilaterally
ordered by Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani (O'Malley 2008, 182), 2 the interminable
cases of child sex abuse and the cover-ups-in order to build a case against the facile
traditionalist justifications of Roman hierarchical power. Following this optics, the
power of the Roman Rite predominantly manifests itself by means of cataclysmic
events throughout history. The reverberation of such events into the moral fabric
of the world cannot be explained away via the fragility of human agency, only to
be forgotten and reconciled back to its original source, insofar as this circle would
seem to remain morally and socially vicious. Instead, such events are understood to
exemplify and realize the reserve of the power of the Vatican's agnatic oligarchy, and
one brings forth such occurrences to falsify the unjustified and self-serving response
of the traditionalist.
An adequate analysis of Roman Catholic power relations does not simply require
moderation between these two opposed ideal types . Possibilities for justice and good
interpretations are not always to be found at the median between two extremes. An
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enriched understanding of the ways in which power relations operate within and
from out of the Roman hierarchy cannot be aided by apologetic naivete and various
modes of traditional rationalization-as these must themselves be analyzed. Such
a framework not only balks before (auto-)critical analysis, giving hazardous preferential option to the status quo, but also precludes-hermeneutically and pragmatically-the necessary, ethico-political alterations of such power relations. However,
while the second typical response to Roman hierarchical power properly avoids the
rejustification of manifestations of corrupt, deleterious forces and correctly criticizes
the horrendous events of hierarchical bureaucracy, it can nevertheless easily give way
to caricaturization. This second position, which rightly takes seriously the ethicopolitical consequences of such power relations, does not sufficiently understand the
subtleties and intricacies of the quotidian mobilizations of power relations within
and from out of the Roman Rite. On the right track, it stops before reaching a more
relatively adequate notion of contemporary power relations, their sociohistorical
forms and genesis, and their subtle, banal types of proliferation. Thus, the trajectory of the second response to Roman hierarchical power relations must be refined,
elaborated, and filtered by means of a form of rationality that can take these crucial
nuances into account.

POWER, SOCIALITY, AND DISCOURSES
To begin to analyze the role of power as it functions discursively and between various
publics related to the Roman Catholic hierarchy, the term "power" itself must be delimited. First, and to proceed negatively, power cannot be conceived as a commodity
possessed by a subject or group (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 88). While there exist
different forms, conditions, and means of gaining leverage over others within relations of power, one cannot transfer power as though it were an object. Said otherwise,
power cannot be reified or acquired as one can own property, although modes of
using property may maintain class divisions and perpetuate alienation. And, because
power does not exist "in greater quantity" with the members of one set of persons
(say, vassals) as opposed to another (e.g., serfs), it does not prove operative in only
some sectors as opposed to others. Finally, power does not receive its only-or even
a privileged-form of expression in repression, confinement, or condemnation. As
Foucault remarks:

If power were never anything but repressive, if it never did anything but to say no, do
you really think one would be brought to obey it? What makes power hold good, what
makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn't only weigh on us as a force that says
no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which runs through
the whole social body. (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 119)
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To grasp a set of power relations, then, would seem to require a physiology of the relations of an entire social body as opposed to simply locating and decrying potentates.
Characterized positively and as a pliable, active relation, power consists of the set
of actions that induce, guide, drive, influence, govern, and redirect the (possible)
actions and conduct of others (Foucault 1992, 31 lff). Such relations of power involve the relative freedom of agents within a broad, social field of power (champ du
pouvoir) (Revel 2008, 107). The relations of power that operate at various levels of
civil and international society do not necessarily or always assume the form of direct
physical coercion or a coup d'etat, although these cases may especially and theatrically manifest the conditions that (causally) preceded them. Rather, the efficacy of
various strategies, mechanisms, and means of maintaining a leading or driving role
in power relations often consists in appropriating, manipulating, and reproducing
the very subtleties of such relations. That is, the ability to conceal the manner in
which one benefits from the implementation of forms of communication, consent,
regulations, self-differentiation, and so forth serves to preserve those very means of
continually directing the (possible) actions of others. Thus while violence certainly
could not come about without the pre- and coexistence of power relations, it nevertheless (1) does not constitute the primary expression of these relations; (2) often
rids itself of the (possible) coactions of others, without which it no longer maintains
its relational advantage and existence; and (3) serves as only one instrument, among
others, within power relations (Foucault 1992, 313).
According to Foucault, the interaction of not-fully-determined yet subjectivated
persons within a network of social relations functions as the sine qua non of relations
of power. "A society without power relations can only be an abstraction" (Foucault
1992, 315). For instance, while the decision by a leader to raise or lower taxes will
govern the (possible) actions of others, the decision of the governed to accept, reject,
protest, or ignore such a measure likewise influences the (possible) actions of said
leader and other members of society. The power relations deployed within social
networks do not only consist of those between collectivities (such as institutions,
corporations, and the state) and individuals, however. A thorough auscultation of
social bodies over time also requires a careful analysis of systems of differentiation,
the objectives of action, forms of institutionalization, and degrees of rationalization
(Revel 2008, 107-8). Assembling, reorganizing, comparing, and criticizing forms
of power relations involves relating forms of normativity and their implications, the
bestowal of privilege, and strategic, clandestine modes of self-justification. However,
this goal of mapping even a general, not to say total, account of even one of society's
power relations over time proves to be an immense undertaking. But while potential
Foucauldian themes, discursive formations, tools, horizons, and comparisons for
such a task abound, a regional hermeneutics need only designate a particular forum
for open inquiry.
One peculiar and ubiquitous mechanism or instrument involved in relations of
power involves the limits, customs, rules, context, and production of various forms
of discourse. Like the dramatic types of power mentioned earlier, discourse can
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certainly alter power relations in the form of verbal abuse or political invectives, for
example. Yet even seemingly innocuous discursive events inevitably enter into the
champ du pouvoir, or as a metaphysician might say, the community of reciprocal
causality. Discourse codifies international law, produces new forms of knowledge, facilitates exchange, purposefully misleads, and establishes norms for practice, among
numerous other functions. Insofar as such discursive events inevitably constitute and
preserve power relations, certain critical queries must be posed: "How is it that one
particular statement appeared rather than another?" "What is this specific existence
that emerges from what is said and nowhere else?" (Foucault 1972, 27-28), and "Do
there exist other pertinent aspects of power relations that might illuminate such discourses?" These and similar questions guide an analysis into discursive formations as
a special case of power relations. And, "[p]roviding one defines the conditions clearly,
it might be legitimate to constitute, on the basis of correctly described relations, discursive groups that are not arbitrary, and yet remain invisible" (Foucault 1972, 29).
It is the subtle operation of such discursive groups from out of the Roman Catholic
hierarchy, and which are not necessarily thematized explicitly or in themselves, that
will steer the present hermeneutic.
Although the description of power relations, sociality, and discourse above
generally applies to persons, events, and subgroups within Roman Catholicism, a
focused hermeneutical horizon requires equally specific determinations. Drawing
from David Tracy's categorization of theological and sociological publics into three
spheres-namely, church, society, and academy (1981, 3-46)-an examination of
their general connections yields informative categories for research into Roman hierarchical power relations. Typologically, we might state that there exist three basic
forms of ecclesial power: inner-ecclesial power, socio-ecclesial power, and theoreticoecclesial power. Each of these general types can be understood to cross-pollinate, that
is, not as unrelated airtight compartments but as signaling a particular directionality
(to make use of a spatial metaphor) of power as it emerges in homilies, encyclicals,
gestures, expectations, canon law, dress, prohibitions, pedagogical models, and so
forth. The first form, inner-ecclesial power, denotes power relations within the
Catholic Church itself and can be understood as economical, that is, as concerned
primarily with the customs, boundaries, and norms of the "law of the home"-the
Vatican. Socio-ecclesial power refers to those inevitable relations with extra-ecclesial
societal bodies, such as the Church's role in the democratization of Lithuania and
the colonization of Latin America. Finally, theoretico-ecclesial power can be properly
understood as any use of influence to guide, limit, renew, silence, dismiss, or alter
open academic inquiry or investigation. The "winner's history" of heresiology, the
mandated "Oath against Modernism," and the centuries of officially encouraged
Thomistic revivals serve as only a few apposite examples.
Having delimited general forms of Roman hierarchical power relations between
three social realms, it now remains to set forth provisional groupings that will
nonarbitrarily thematize the key elements of hierarchical discursive formations. At
least three interdependent dimensions would seem to comprise the lowest common
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denominator of most contemporary hierarchical discourses. First, a traditional, particular philosophia naturalis or certain (often integrist) version of classical metaphysical
realism can be found at work in most papal, curial, and catechetical texts. Both forms
of conceiving reality claim the ability and authority to cognize essences, substances,
and universals in themselves and despite the passage of time. That is, the ability to
grasp natures does not fail-significantly, if ever-because of the emergence of new
forms of knowledge, competing likely interpretations, epochal discontinuity, or
the historicity, materiality, or intentionality of subjectivity. As Vattimo and Zabala
argue in regard to politics, such a frame of reference gives the impression of being
impervious to the supposedly accidental character of time and contingency, not out
of epistemic neutrality, but as an essentially conservative moment of a politics of
description (2011, 12, 26ff). 3 Strength in such politics of descriptions is not found
in weakness; rather, strength nourishes itself by itself. Furthermore, not all receive
initiation into, or an authorial role in, the nuanced discourse of Roman Catholic
metaphysical realism. This discourse, then, functions not only as an instrument
(whether tacit or explicit) of preservation but also (whether intentionally or not) of
differentiation. In sum, various forms of the valorized naturalization of bold epistemic claims tend to accompany ecclesial discursive power in the Roman Rite.
A second discursive group might be denominated the hermeneutics of continuity. Like discourses involving metaphysical realism, hermeneutics of continuity
both preserve-or at least repeatedly and reassuringly emphasize the minuteness of
change-and differentiate via certain interpretive norms. A hermeneutics of continuity preferences and regulates its interpretative tasks by a de facto privileging of
the past over the present and future. This can be seen at work, for instance, in the
encomiums for past Church fathers and popes in encyclicals; in the reluctance of the
three most recent popes to critically or persuasively correlate historical-critical methods with scripturally derived normative claims; in the reduction of inner-ecclesial
changes to the sovereignly willed appropriation of that which is rendered anomalous;
and in the ultramontanous issuance of Humanae Vitae against the beliefs, deliberations, and concerns of the general Catholic population. In regard to inner-ecclesial
power, particular institutions and practices proliferate such hermeneutical tendencies. The disciplinary and pedagogical rubrics of diocesan seminaries, which are still
recovering from the era of "manual Thomism," constitute just one instance of those
practices that reproduce hermeneutics of continuity. And, since such hermeneutics
and practices often have apologetics and a centralized model of pastoral governance
as their goal, linguistic and existential differentiation from the laity inevitably occurs.
A final thematic for the interpretation of hierarchical power relations as expressed
discursively might be labeled mores. This Latin term connotes "morals" and/or
"practices" (Mahoney 1987, 122), and therefore highlights an important ambiguity in hierarchical discursive events. That is, the omnipresence of mores within the
forms of discourse under consideration both seeks to provide a somewhat theoretical
guide to ethical norms (moral codes) and to encourage the practical embodiment of
such guidelines (moral behaviors) (Foucault 1990, 29). However, mores do not only
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operate within the discursive events that one might consider blatantly moralizing.
Rather, implications regarding norms and practices permeate hierarchical discourse,
insofar as natures (the object of metaphysical realism) and authoritative interpretations (the object and means of a hermeneutics of continuity) are also considered to be
unquestionably good. Thus, implications of"go and do likewise" need not be explicit
but instead bind together diverse statements concerning authority, reality, scripture,
self-discipline, and the divine.

AN ANALYSIS OF CURIAL DISCURSIVE POWER
If the aforementioned typology and discursive formations have some level of veracity, then one should generally be able to locate them within Roman hierarchical
discourses. Events, speeches, interdictions, and documents that typify the public
and discursive themes outlined above abound. For example, the very enunciation
or declaration, not to mention form and content, of a required "dialogue" between
Cardinal William Levada and the members of the Leadership Conference of Women
Religious might be scrutinized as a form of inner-ecclesial power. Or, one might
analyze the forms of governmentality operative within certain ecclesiologies, such as
that of John Henry Newman:
The Catholic Church claims, not only to judge infallibly on religious questions, but
to animadvert on opinions in secular matters which bear upon religion, on matters of
philosophy, of science, of literature, of history, and it demands our submission to her
claim. It claims to censure books, to silence authors, and to forbid discussions. In this
province, taken as a whole, it does not so much speak doctrinally, as enforce measures
of discipline. It must of course be obeyed without a word, and perhaps in the process
of time it will tacitly recede from its own injunctions. 4 (Newman and Ker 1994, 230)

One might also examine not only the form, content, and reception of Humanae
Vitae but also the fact that its issuance knowingly disenfranchised those communed
to discuss the matter at hand, as did a number of Paul VI's decrees (Alberigo and
Komonchak 2005, 595-602). Finally, the comparison of divergent discourses between juries and curial officials convicted of child endangerment and/or abuse often
provides a revealing context for the investigation of socio-ecclesial power relations
and their concomitant forms of rationalization.
A rich, complex, and telling case of the employment of ecclesial power by means
of discourse shows itself in the terse document from 1995, "Concerning the Reply
of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on the Teaching Contained in the
Apostolic Letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis." As a response to doubts, questions, and issues concerning the content of Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, this document emerges as an
attempt to settle or quell nonhierarchically approved interpretations of the proper
origin (Christ), constitution (male), and goal (general salvation) of the priesthood.
It thus emerges within networks of power relations that have already been mobilized

160

Chapter JO

between each of the publics. Written by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith (CDF) under the watch ofJoseph Ratzinger and intended as a pastoral correction of "inadequate" interpretations regarding women's ordination, this document
might be placed under the genre of "disciplinary theological instruction." Moreover,
this document does not deviate from the tendencies, norms, and motivations of typical hierarchical discourse and therefore provides one general example to corroborate
the typologies and discursive formations provided in the previous section.
This text begins with general references to Pentecost, scripture, previous encyclicals, and former Apostolic letters in conjunction with a reassurance of "the Church's
divine constitution itself" and "constant and universal Tradition" (CDF 1995,
1). From its very initiation, then, it establishes and maintains a divinely ordained
hermeneutics of continuity. No claim is made: about this church qua sociological
reality; about its origin in history; about its various changes over time linguistically,
culturally, philosophically, doctrinally, and structurally; about the compositional,
canonical, and redactive histories of biblical texts; or about the fact that, "Prior to
215 C.E. there is no uncontested historical data on ordination to Christian ministry"
(Osborne 1999, 46). Rather, the Catholic Church is described only in its gendered
and theological timelessness: "Concretely, one must never lose sight of the fact that
the Church does not find the source of her faith and her constitutive structure in the
principles ofthe social order ofany historical period' (CD F 199 5, 4; emphasis added).
Thus, as a primer (or flexing) for the ensuing portions of the text, the implied reader
is reminded of the divine and ahistorical constitution of the Church, which remains
more or less impenetrable by the social forces of the world. How are those members
of the Roman Rite with legitimate, scholarly, interpretive objections to argue with
the Church-and here there can be no doubt that "Church" signifies "Magisterium" -as presented here by the CDF? Faithful subjects are not encouraged to read
the signs of the times and to not allow "oneself to be conditioned too much by the
ways and spirit of the age" (CDF 1995, 2). From the outset, then, ahistoricity, divine
constitution, and the weight of the past are wheeled out through a hermeneutics of
continuity in order to negate all possible objections. There will be no open debate.
But the initial establishment of a divinely ordained and hierarchically mediated
hermeneutics of continuity does not serve as the only way in which discursive power
operates here. Paradoxically and simultaneously, the CDF both declares (1) "that the
Church [again, read: Magisterium] has no authority whatsoever to confer priestly
ordination on women and that this judgment is to be definitively held by all the
Church's faithful (n. 4)," and yet, (2) that the matter at hand cannot be "considered
'open to debate"' since it is "a doctrine taught infallibly by the Church" and requires
full, definitive assent (CDF 1995, 1). Such claims demonstrate the status-quopreserving power play between tactical silences and faint modes of silencing. 5 As if
it were not difficult enough to argue with an ahistorical, divinely constituted patriarchy, such a body has now both relegated the very conditions for debating an issue
to infallible changelessness. The timeless "deposit of faith," in other words, exists
temporally only insofar as cognizable and mediated by the ecclesia docens, but insofar
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as dogma remains timeless, it cannot be grasped by the laity themselves-theologically trained or not. The "masters of discipline ... [and] specialists of time" (Carrette
2000, 119), then, set themselves the task of providing the one, holy, catholic (universally binding), and apostolic interpretation. Leonardo Boff once rightly suggested
that such forms of identitarianism function as "a Kafkaesque process wherein the
accuser, the defender, the lawyer, and the judge are one and the same" (1985, 38).
But this specific, discursive formation of power relations manifests another locus of
tension between the hierarchy and the laity-namely, that involving the politics of
veridiction.
The present document, from the very beginning, disallows queries into the often
stark divergence between what the faithful of a region generally, reasonably "take to
be true" and "the Truth" as codified by the CDF. The latter's defense of the Truth
that it expresses, in frequently eliding the de facto views, challenges, and knowledges of the laity, cannot but give rise to fundamental tensions and problems for a
variety of reasons. First, the authoritative capitalization of Truth serves to downplay
its necessarily finite and linguistic formulations. To state, as former Pope Benedict
XVI recently claimed, "the Truth is the truth, there is no compromise" (McCarthy
2012, 1), 6 for instance, wholly neglects the definition and justification-in a language, a context, and an epoch-of the terms of such an assertive tautology. This
shortcoming only exacerbates the bifurcated politics of veridiction at hand. Secondly,
maintenance of magisterially codified Truth occurs by occluding the groups of persons directly involved. For example, in claiming that "the Truth is the truth, there
is no compromise," the issues concerning who may formulate or access such Truth,
to whom one addresses such claims, and the social repercussions of the a priori dismissal of compromise remain disconcertingly peripheral. And, in (tacit or explicit)
assurances of Truth's nondemocratic character,7 the Magisterium effectively renders
itself unyielding to criticism while nevertheless guaranteeing its own, communal,
and self-appointed rule of the few. Finally, tensions arise due to a lack of explicating
how the modes of acquisition, forms of warrant and justification, and interpretative
frameworks involved in such truth claims in fact operate. Such a dearth isolates the
Magisterium from other epistemic communities, and this separation in turn augments the farmer's defensive reliance upon social prowess and the potent subtleties
of its own discourses.
Aside from issues of truth and lay participation, another strategy to be found
within the Responsum gravitates around a certain classical metaphysical realism.
Comprehension here claims to overgrasp not only those universals particular to the
deposit of faith but also those of masculinity and femininity as such. While declaring
that women serve an exceptional role within the Church, this claim is-yes-qualified by means of the foregoing hermeneutics of continuity, postulated "essence" of
womanhood, and by an all-male branch of the curia. As if to prove reassuring, the
text continues, "Diversity of mission in no way compromises equality of personal
dignity" (CDF 1995, 2). In other words, women somehow exist equally to men
in dignity, but a priori separately in self-determining possibilities, and despite not
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being consulted about such a division. Furthermore, and without reference to gender
studies, women's studies, feminisms, alternative theologies of creation (cf. McCarthy
2010), or insights from the positive sciences, the metaphysically realist claims reach
their apex: "At the same time, it is important to keep in mind, as these reasons help
us to comprehend, that the human will of Christ not only is not arbitrary, but that
it is intimately united with the divine will of the eternal Son, on which the ontological and anthropological truth of the creation of the two sexes depends" (CDF 1995, 3;
emphasis added).
This implies that Christ's will, comprehended here by the Magisterium alone,
does not admit of a diversity of "arbitrary" interpretations. Moreover, it presupposes
that in Christ, one does not find the dissolution of male and female (Gal. 3:28), but
instead the co-eternal blueprint of gender binarity. Now it seems quite strange to
base a largely mythological understanding of sex and gender upon the Johannine logos. But to do so after having disallowed questions (the conditions for the possibility
of authentic dialogue among all parties involved) into the religious, ethico-political
matter at hand, and after having almost magically "relinquished the authority" to
consider the possibility and historical inevitability of doctrinal development-this
represents the mobilization of discursive power in its most cunning and deleterious
subtlety.
The text at hand, one of disciplinary theological instruction, also contains injunctions and implications throughout regarding mores. At points, the intention
to maintain and reinforce binding practices and norms receives explicit expression,
"In response to this precise act of the Magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, explicitly
addressed to the entire Catholic Church, all members of the faithful are required
to give their assent to the teaching stated therein" (CDF 1995, 3). But discursive
events implicating the rigidity of moral norms and practices can also be noticed in
their very attempt to conceal themselves. For example, after having surrendered yet
also maintained the authority to consider the issue of women's ordination, the CDF
argues that the ministerial priesthood "is a service and not a position of privilege or
human power over others" (CDF 1995, 2). And yet if this very document serves as
the intentional direction of the (possible) actions of others-namely, faithful subjects-and if it receives expression only by members of an all-male clergy, then while
the priesthood may entail service, it also necessarily and inevitably entails relations
of power as well. To deny this would be patently false. Finally, in response to those
who object that Ordinatio Sacerdotalis causes serious difficulties for ecumenism,
the CDF states that in fact "the authentic ecumenical task, to which the Catholic
Church is unequivocally and permanently committed, requires complete sincerity
in the presentation of one's own faith" (CDF 1995, 4). 8 In other words, the norms
and practices that guide authentic dialogue with other faiths require the prior, secure
establishment of one's own position. What might be gleaned from other denominations and religions concerning a just and empowering inclusion of women, apparently, does not serve as a matter of primary concern.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR PRAGMATIC COUNTER-CONDUCTS
While power relations permeate interconnected public spheres and discourses, including but not limited to those pertinent to the Roman Catholic hierarchy, their
epochal formations always remain conditioned by time and by agency. Various power
relations sustained by the agency of directing the (possible) actions of others do not
exist apart from the finite constitution of such relations. And agents can question
whether the formation of particular power relations serves the common good at
a particular time. The possibilities of "an ontology of the present, an ontology of
actuality, an ontology of modernity, an ontology of ourselves" (Foucault, Davidson,
and Burchell 2010, 21) always remain open for any critical consciousness. Agents
have questioned, will continue to question, and are correct to question whether
certain power relations are "timely" or conducive to the "current state of affairs" in
which they live, move, and have their being. Fortunately, "It would not be possible
for power relations to exist without points of insubordination which, by definition,
are means of escape" (Foucault 1992, 318), or at least deconstruction and reformation. The task of setting about to alter, undo, and/or ameliorate the finite conditions
of those power relations to which one is subjected can be understood as engaging
in pragmatic counter-conduct. Foucault uses the term counter-conduct as a descriptive concept to circumscribe historical and active struggles "against the processes
implemented for conducting others," and he differentiates it from mere misconduct
(inconduite) and insubordination (insoumission) (Foucault et al. 2007, 200-201). By
offering suggestions for pragmatic counter-conducts, I intend to displace its use for
historical analysis for the sake of concrete and contemporary praxis.
If the previous sections have demonstrated the ubiquity and banality of finite
forms of ecclesial power relations, if such power relations can be found at work
under a variety of discursive formations as expressed by the Roman hierarchy, and
if one does not consider such discourses to regularly lessen suffering or to promote
common well-being, then the question concerning modes of pragmatic counterconducts presents itself. But, before proceeding to positive suggestions for this type
of praxis, an insufficient response is first outlined. In order to alter hierarchical
discursive power, it does not seem reasonable to simply, passively hope that, when it
proves convenient, members of the Roman ecclesia will make use of the vocabulary
that characterized Vatican II-that is, language of collegiality, dialogue, charism,
change, cooperation, and so forth (O'Malley 2008, 48-51). Such language not only
often conceals the stark social differentiation of the clergy from the laity, but it also
functions to reinforce complicity to the authority that derives from such divergences
in social status. Nor can the deployment of this language by laypersons bring about
substantive change in power relations. New discourses and vocabularies may serve
as one necessary form of counter-conduct, but none are sufficient to deal with the
general and global inadequacies of Roman hierarchical governance in general. And,
as the former nonexhaustive analysis of just one document demonstrated, when
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various positions, interpretations, voices, and vocations are rendered null and void
from the outset, any reassuring qualifications, valuations of the dialogical process,
or calls for collegiality prove self-refuting, if not ironically cruel. Such language
proves as vacuous as Woodrow Wilson's proclamations on self-determination and
self-governance in 1917 that, despite their lofry generality, were not in fact intended
for all ethnicities and nations (Kohn and McBride 2011, 21-22). 9 In other words,
whether or not ecclesial groups employ the language of dialogue, community, and
aggiornamento matters little if marginalization occurs by means of, for instance, theologically backed androcentrism. Pious language that silences alterity does just that.
What, then, might constitute the practical ideals for concrete praxis, in which realistic hope for the metanoia of discursive power relations and their conditions might
find traction? To begin, the laity must not wait for a progressive papacy (if such an
event seems possible, with most cardinals of voting age having been selected by John
Paul II and Benedict XVI) or conciliar period to nonviolently demand a significantly
increased democratic role within a decentralized Church. This would amount, at the
very least, to a complete reopening of questions concerning radical reform of the
curia and the significance of episcopal synods, closed from deliberation by Paul VI
(Alberigo and Komonchak 2005, 25; O'Malley 2008, 165-73). And, in addition to
funding and developing comunidades eclesiales de base (Boff 1985, 125), it would also
require strenuous imagination and reorganization concerning the establishment of
nonclerical bodies to check and balance those persons presumed competent to lead
parishes, dioceses, and archdioceses. The decades upon decades of the mishandling
of the sexual abuse crisis, which has ignominiously implicated every stratum of the
Roman hierarchy and which has not been assuaged by "no tolerance" policies, for
example, provides the paradigm case for the need for the increased transparency that
would result from lay, democratic participation. Furthermore, only when the empty
language of equality and dialogue becomes replaced with the forms of structural decentralization that incarnate such logoi will the employment of these terms have any
meaning or meaningfulness.
Aside from steps taken to implement democratization within decentralized
Church structures, opportunities for economic action also exist. How might one
responsibly respond, for example, when Cardinal Timothy Dolan threatens to cut
funding to Catholic Charities for reasons with which the majority of Catholics in
the United States disagree, or wantonly authorizes the payment of known child
abusers (see also Zaimov 2012; Goodstein 2012)? First, economic counterpressure
can be applied to those Church officials who do not represent the will of the laity
by denying their status as responsible monetary mediators. Dioceses cannot function without the influx of revenue, and if groups of laypersons determine that their
donations have been recirculated in ways contrary to common decency, then such
offerings should cease immediately. Secondly, one might fund charities, groups, or
institutions that study and counteract clericalism, sexual abuse, machismo, material
destitution, ahistorical ecclesiologies, homophobia, and so forth. While such institutions do not operate perfectly, nevertheless such investments often prove much more
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socially beneficial and capable of reforming the types and limits of edifying, timely,
and mature discourses. These actions, it must be remembered, do not "take" power
from one who "has" it but rather in this particular instance serve to displace conduits
of capital according to alternative and better ethical visions.
Against these suggestions, many conservatives, pointing fearfully to what they
consider relativism, secularism, and nihilism, promote a strong, centralized governing hierarchy. For example, when Pope Benedict XVI states that "no minority has
any reason to allow a majority to prescribe what it should believe," in the sense
that a "faith we can decide for ourselves is no faith at all" (2004, 129), he simply
recapitulates the primary, transhistorical, and antidemocratic problems that beset
each type of ecclesial power relation. Why, in fact, should archbishops and cardinals
primarily represent the worries of the papacy to the laity as opposed to the other
way around? The governance of a hierarchical minority in deciding the form and
content of faith for all others does not ensure the richness or flourishing of that faith
but precisely functions to reinforce disenchantment with it. 10 Persons do not tend
to leave parishes, in other words, because a stronger monarchical structure is needed
but precisely because centralized religious authorities with few if any checks and balances prove time and again to propagate corruption, maintain self-serving discursive
power relations, preclude all transparency, and fail to actively listen to the concerns
of the laity.
The insecure fears that motivate such centripetal views of governance forgetfully
neglect the worldwide excitement that followed the Second Vatican Council's opening in solidarity with "the world." Did the council's slight, inchoate inclusion of
women, lay theologians, and other denominations lead to demagogic relativism? Or
did not even the mere possibility of structural, discursive, and theological changes by
such a call for collective aggiornamento energize Catholics and non-Catholics alike?
The first hints of sharing responsibility in the decision-making process, while interrupted and not at all extended far enough, first and foremost globally reinvigorated
Roman Catholicism. Today, the conditions for the possibility of such revitalization
and decentralization must not be idly hoped for but rather collectively demanded by
those who see the good of the total reformation of ecclesial power relations.
Some of the hermeneutical, typological, and historical tools needed for such collective and pragmatic counter-conducts have been outlined here. A Foucauldian
analysis of power, sociality, and discourse first provided a lens through which to
view such complicated and interdependent relations. Yet, since providing a nuanced
account of the subtle, daily forms in which ecclesial power manifests itself constituted the main purpose, refined categories were needed. By way of a typology of
hierarchical power relations and discursive formations of hierarchical discourse, the
nonexhaustive analysis of a textual example was then formulated. The foregoing then
provoked the inevitable question concerning the role of counter-conducts within
such power relations, and brief suggestions for structural reformation were adumbrated. In sum, each successive stage unfolded the intricacies of Roman hierarchical
power without, however, culminating in a quietist or theatrical interpretation of such
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finite, pliable relations. I hope that while this chapter might at times prove schematic
that it nevertheless signals actual relations and patterns to assist alternative related
analyses, for example: situational, empirical case studies of phonological differences
between lay and clerical speech; disarticulations of the subjectivation and formation
of the lay body via ecclesial discourse and liturgical repetition; and examinations of
the relation between ecclesial performative utterances and their concomitant presuppositions of legitimate authority.
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NOTES
1. The framework of this essay remains partially and not fully Foucauldian for at least
three reasons: (1) the shapes of power relations peculiar to the ecclesial structures of Roman
Catholicism continue co operate hierarchically, and an analysis of these cannot coo quickly
pass over this structural fact; (2) co advance an "orthodox Foucauldian" argument would seem
co be a contradiction in terms; and (3) I propose suggestions for ways in which ecclesial power
relations might be adjusted for the common good.
2. Numerous other examples of the destruction of documents by archconservative clerics
exist, bur a history or psychology of these must rake into consideration the vast differences between theatrical-symbolic book burnings, for example, and intentional deletions of electronic
documents; see also Dale 2012; Lyons 1996; and Fox 2011, among others.

168

Chapter JO

3. For example, che manners in which che encyclical Fides et Ratio (1) criticizes a plethora
of nonrealisc pose-Cartesian modes of chinking, (2) claims che ability of che curia co intervene
in philosophical matters, and( 3) highlights Aquinas as a paragon for orthodox philosophy
demonstrates strategic forms of inner-ecclesial discursive power.
4 . While Newman at times qualifies such an authoritarian view of the hierarchy, it is
precisely such afterthoughts and their echico-policical repercussions with which I am primarily concerned.
5. On Foucaulc's understanding of the mobilization of power via silence, see "Silence and
Confession" in Carrette, Foucault and Religion: Spiritual Corporality and Political Spirituality,

25-43.
6. Aside from referring co capitalizing the first letter of the term Truth, I am also referencing the modalities of linguistic, symbolic, economic, and cultural capital as presented in
Bourdieu and Thompson's Language and Symbolic Power.
7. These maneuvers are again taken up in Truth and Tolerance: Christian Beliefand World
Religions, 129. For another case of wariness concerning the relation of truth to democracy,
see Pope John Paul II et al.'s encyclical letter Fides et Ratio, §89. Whether in these texts or
in Evangelium ½'tae, the underlying fear does not really so much consist in the possibility of
populist uprisings within the Church as in challenges from mulcifarious sectors co the Vatican's
claims co possess the complete fullness of truth (and che many abused privileges chat come
about from such a claim).
8. For another approach to chis topic, see also Pineo, Foucault, Christianity and Interfaith

Dialogue, 18-24.
9. Here again the pronouncement of "equal dignity" receives tacit, debilitating constriction in regard co self-determining possibilities.
10. For an introduction co che sociology of apostasy, see Zuckerman, Faith No More: Why
People Reject Religion, 165-66. Bearing in mind che distinction between creating likely conditions for apostasy and causing apostasy, Zuckerman notes chat while "there is no one single
'ching'-be it an experience, event, relationship, and so on-chat always, in and oficself, causes
apostasy," nevertheless when "several of chem occur in a given person's life simultaneously, they
become cumulatively corrosive co religious faith." Overcencralized authority only serves as a
gathering mechanism for these conditions of often-justified apostasy. Such problemacizacions
of the Roman Rice's hierarchical structure have been made, for example, by Eugene C. Kennedy for decades.
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